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ABSTRACT
Political Styles and Strategies Used by Exemplary Suburban Unified District
Superintendents With Board Members: A Mixed Methods Study
by Tammy Blakely
Purpose: The purpose of this thematic, explanatory sequential mixed methods study was
to understand the political styles of superintendents and school board members as
perceived by superintendents. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to identify and
explain the political strategies superintendents use to work with the different political
styles of board members.
Methodology: This explanatory sequential mixed methods study research design used
data collected from a quantitative survey followed by qualitative data collected using
semistructured face-to-face interviews. The data in this study were obtained from 5
exemplary suburban unified superintendents using the 9 political styles framework from
The Politically Intelligent Leader (White, Harvey, & Fox, 2016). This allowed the
researcher to draw conclusions based on political style information provided by
superintendents and identify specific strategies used by exemplary superintendents for
different board member political styles.
Findings: The findings of this research and literature support exemplary superintendents
using knowledge of political style to interact with and influence their board members.
Findings also show that exemplary superintendents differentiate strategies based on
perceived board member political styles. Study superintendents identified specific
strategies as effective when working with all board member political styles.
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Conclusions: This study concluded that superintendents must understand their own
political style and the styles of their board members to discern effective strategies that
will work with different board member political styles. Research findings and literature
also concluded that strong, positive relationships are necessary to understand which
strategies will be most effective with various board member political styles. Findings
support that exemplary superintendents must intentionally implement strategies that
address the political style of their board members to influence the behavior of an
individual board member or the collective board.
Recommendations: Further research is advised for the study of strategies used with
different political styles by replicating this study with a broader population of different
superintendent populations, other educational institutions, and geographical areas. In
addition, further research is advised in other professions and industries.
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PREFACE
Following discussions and considerations regarding the opportunity to study
superintendent and board member political styles in multiple types of school districts, 10
doctoral students, in collaboration with two faculty members, developed a common
interest in exploring the strategies exemplary superintendents use to work with the
different political styles of their board members. This resulted in a thematic study
conducted by a research team of 10 doctoral students. This explanatory sequential mixed
methods study was designed using the nine political styles identified in the political styles
framework from The Politically Intelligent Leader (White, Harvey, & Fox, 2016). Each
researcher administered a survey to five exemplary superintendents to identify their own
political style and the political styles of their board members. The researcher then
interviewed the same five superintendents who completed the survey to identify the
strategies they use with the different political styles and strategies that work with all
political styles. In order to ensure consistency and reliability across the thematic, the
team of researchers collaboratively developed the purpose statement, research questions,
definitions of terms, survey instrument, interview questions, and study procedures.
Throughout the study, the term peer researchers was used to refer to the
researchers who conducted the thematic study. My fellow doctoral students and peer
researchers studied exemplary superintendents with the following populations in
California school districts: Bradley D. Tooker, unified school district superintendents in
Northern California; Reggie Thompkins, unified superintendents in Southern California;
Jeffrey D. Tooker, high school superintendents; Roni Jones, rural superintendents in
Northern California; Regina Green, Latino superintendents; Susan Andreas-Bervel, small
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suburban elementary superintendents in Southern California; Tammy Blakely, suburban
unified superintendents in Southern California; Leisa Winston, female superintendents;
Maura Murabito, female ROP superintendents; and Chris Sinatra, small school district
superintendents.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
The role of the district superintendent has changed from that of a teacher-scholar
with limited political involvement to that of chief executive officer charged with
balancing the instructional, operational, and public relations of a district in an everchanging and complicated political system of federal, state, and local constraints that
impact every aspect of education (Cooper, Cibulka, & Fusarelli, 2015; Manna &
McGuinn, 2013). In addition, influences from special interest groups, federal and state
government reforms, and demands for accountability further complicate the district
leader relationships by inducing conflicts over politics and power (Annunziato, 2008).
The challenges associated with the role of the superintendency are immense; however,
several studies have found the relationship with board members to be the most prevalent
concern (Bowers, 2016; Glass, Björk, & Brunner, 2000; Kowalski, McCord, Petersen,
Young, & Ellerson, 2010; Muhammed, 2012). These challenges have negatively
influenced the average tenure of individuals serving in this capacity and have created a
need to understand how successful superintendents of school districts have sustained
board relationships over time (Kowalski et al., 2010).
Researchers have suggested that leadership inquiry needs to address the style with
which leaders express behaviors (Brouer, 2007; House & Aditya, 1997; White, Harvey,
& Fox, 2016). These authors argued that style is an essential element in effective
leadership, and style is a leadership characteristic that can significantly affect important
relationship outcomes. Understanding political skills, which enable leaders to utilize
influence effectively, and adjusting their behaviors to situations or individual relationship
demands, could dramatically affect an educational leader’s effectiveness (Brouer, 2007).
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Leadership researchers have recently begun to view political skill as an essential concept
to analyze, with several authors asserting that leader political skill has far-reaching
ramifications for organizational success (Annunziato, 2008; Bowers, 2016; Ferris,
Treadway, Brouer, & Munyon, 2012; Hill & Jochim, 2018; White et al., 2016). New and
veteran superintendents struggle with political dynamics on a daily basis. How well they
handle this struggle can greatly affect their staff, students, and community. Learning
about the style and strategies used by politically intelligent superintendents would be
immensely helpful to these leaders and their followers.
Background
There have been significant changes in political thought and structure throughout
the ages, but the underlying constant is that politics is the practice of influencing people
(Dolbeare & Cummings, 2010; Tucker, 1995). The evolution of politics has always
included a power relations emphasis as a unifying theme in the empirical and theoretical
literature on politics (Bass & Bass, 2008). In the global sphere, political realism is based
on the assumption that power is the desired outcome of political action and all nations
and states pursue power to fulfill their own goals (Domhoff, 2007).
Organizational Leadership and Politics
The key to political leadership is honing the ability to understand others at work
to influence in ways that further personal or organizational goals (Ahearn, Ferris,
Hochwarter, Douglas, & Ammeter, 2004). Yukl (1998) defined leadership as “a political
process in which ideas, coalitions, and personal agendas compete for resources and
validation” (p. 14). Political skill is the ability to understand and maximize social
interactions to achieve individual and organizational goals (Ahearn et al., 2004; Braddy
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& Campbell, 2014; Ferris, Davidson, & Perrewé, 2005). Political skill includes using
social awareness skills to understand personal behaviors and behaviors of others to
navigate social situations in general (Brouer, 2007; Ferris et al., 2007; Frieder & Basik,
2017). Politically skilled individuals are able to influence others by exhibiting a style
that allows them to modify their behaviors in a situationally responsive way to achieve
desired goals (Ferris et al., 2005).
Historically, theories of leadership focused on leader characteristics or behavior,
situational context or environment, or some combination thereof (Douglas & Ammeter,
2004; Frieder & Basik, 2017). Overall, these theories assumed that the leader’s style
remained the same in all social interactions. Graen and Cashman (1975) veered from
prevailing thought at the time and proposed a theory that focused on the exchange
between leaders and followers. This theory highlighted that leaders could create different
relationships with followers by varying their interactions across different groups.
Theoretical Foundations
Following political thought throughout the ages, leadership has been described as
an effort to create and maintain power over others. Most political theorists, from
historical authors such as Machiavelli and Marx to current academic political scientists,
assert that the core element of political leadership is power (Bass & Bass, 2008; Pfeffer,
1992). Many of the theoretical foundations include some aspect of power. For example,
elite theory highlights that individuals with wealth use their economic power to control
the nation’s economy to prevent those below from advancing. Their wealth allows the
elite to secure political positions considered important or influential. Politicians focus on
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the interests of the wealthy rather than the common good of their general constituency
(Mann, 1986; Pakulski, 2012).
In a related view, pluralist theory asserts that competing interest groups hold
power and influence in government. According to pluralist theory, people with common
identifying interests form groups to exert influence with politicians. As groups compete
with one another on issues they consider important, government policy is shaped
(Gunnell, 1996). However, pluralist theory contrasts with elite theory in that formation
of government policy stems from the bottom up and not from the top down as illustrated
in elite theory (Gunnell, 1996).
Social inequity theory is also known as conflict theory. Social inequity theory
illustrates that inequality is unavoidable and beneficial and plays an important societal
function. Conflict theorists assert that inequality is the outcome of groups with power
controlling less powerful groups. Domination is achieved through the power of ideals,
morals, convictions, and worldviews (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001).
In contrast to elite theory, rational choice theory highlights that individuals choose
a course of action that best reflects their personal interests and goals rather than solely in
pursuit of power. According to theorists who subscribe to this point of view, political
behavior is not determined by personal history or culture. Rather, it is sufficient to know
the actors’ interests and to assume that they will pursue their interests rationally
(Petracca, 1991). Rational choice theory is used to explain or predict different outcomes
based on group interests.
Finally, M. Weber (1958) emphasized a connection between legitimacy,
authority, and power. He used precise language to describe authority as a special position
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or role that enables a person to make commands. Likewise, he used precision when
describing legitimacy as a belief on the part of people subject to the authority and their
willingness to comply. Both definitions combined acknowledged a relationship between
legitimacy and authority since the power associated with authority depends on the
legitimacy afforded it (Uphoff, 1989). Bolman and Deal (2017) directly connected
valuable leadership qualities with the use of power in their political frame. Similarly, in
connecting leadership and power, Avolio (1999) said, “Transformational leaders avoid
using power for personal gain but will use sources of power at their disposal to move
individuals or groups toward accomplishing their mission, vision, and cause” (p. 45).
Politically Intelligent Leadership
Researchers over the past 20 years have added to the body of knowledge
regarding characteristics of a politically intelligent leader. DeLuca (1999) attempted to
identify key political traits in a political style and interest grid. Similarly, Ferris et al.
(1999) created a political style inventory to measure the political skill of the influencer
(leader) to understand the how of influence. Mountford (2004) identified three
continuums related to motivation, power, and decision-making with school board
members. White et al. (2016) established a goal allegiance continuum along with a
leader engagement inventory designed to identify political styles of leaders.
In addition, leadership researchers (Brouer, 2007; House & Aditya, 1997; White
et al., 2016) suggested that leadership research needs to analyze the style with which
leaders exhibit political influence. These authors contended that political style is an
essential component of leadership. White et al. (2016) established continuums of goal
allegiance and leader engagement to identify political styles of leaders. These
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continuums begin to address identifying political strategies of leaders to understand how
superintendents and board members interact and build successful governance teams.
Politics in Education
The public education system in America has been identified as a complex mixture
of national concern, state oversight, and local operation (Black, Burrello, & Mann, 2017).
Although federal and state educational laws include mandates such as No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) and its successor Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), each state is
responsible for public schooling. As such, individual states have varying standards in the
level of student funding, educational initiatives, and class size. Finally, each local
community ultimately assumes responsibility for establishing local control and
accountability measures for educating its students (Crum, 2007). At the district level, the
political context of education requires district leaders who have the political
understanding and skills of how to get people with varying interests and influence to
work together for student success.
School District Governance
The position of school superintendent came into existence in the mid-1800s when
many civic leaders in larger cities appointed an individual to oversee the daily operations
of multiple individual school buildings. The original role of the superintendent was that
of a head teacher with an appointed or elected board of education in place as the decisionmaking body (Glass et al., 2000). Over the last 50 years, the superintendent position has
evolved because the nature of school district leadership has become more complex.
Blumberg (1995) concluded that if the superintendency is to be an effective position, it
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must be viewed in political terms and the leader must be able to navigate the political
landscape of his or her school district (Björk, Browne-Ferrigno, & Kowalski, 2014).
The current reality for superintendents is that they are expected to have expertise
in the areas of leadership, pedagogy, education policy, and reform, federal and state
accountability measures, budget, and politics (Glass, 2001). Their fundamental
responsibility is facilitating educational initiatives and agendas, maintaining
organizational relationships, and implementing policies that increase student
achievement. As the superintendent’s role and responsibilities continue to evolve with
the changing demands and context of public education, managing people and working
effectively with the school board and their constituent groups will remain a constant job
responsibility.
The concept of a school board was established in the 1800s, and the idea was
based on selected residents running their local schools as part of town hall meetings
(Hutsell, 2009). Early school boards were involved in the daily operations of schools as
the decision-making body. From the historical perspective, superintendents were hired as
the managers of schools, and the first school boards were established to supervise the
superintendent/manager and administer the functions of the district. Much of the
evolving debate regarding the role of superintendents and school boards stems from the
original role of the school board in supervising the superintendent who operated the
business of the school district.
Currently, local school boards are composed of elected or appointed officials who
delegate authority to superintendents to ensure that educational and support services are
provided to students and parents in their communities. School boards have responsibility
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to create and influence district policy, assume fiduciary accountability, and direct
superintendents to carry out educational initiatives within federal and state accountability
guidelines. Together they make up the governance team (California School Boards
Association [CSBA], 1985).
Politics of Superintendent and School Board
Research on superintendents and school boards has found that they must work
together in a positive and productive manner to improve school and student academic
performance (Blumberg, 1985; L. D. Fusarelli & Petersen, 2002; Kowalski, 1999). The
relationship and dynamic between the superintendent and board of education are
impacted by their political and professional interdependence, and understanding political
skills and strategies between the superintendent and his or her board of education will
support successful work within the governance team. At the core, the superintendent’s
relationship with his or her governing board is where power, politics, and conflict coexist
and often determine a superintendent’s success in his or her position.
As a whole, research highlights that positive organizational and individual
outcomes often result from high quality relationships between the superintendent and his
or her governing board (Jackson, 2016; Kowalski, 1999; Reuter, 2009). In the past
decade, researchers have conducted in-depth studies that profess the importance of board
and superintendent relations. These studies have significant implications on leadership
and policy as political and economic tensions become commonplace (Jackson, 2016;
Romans, Raynor, & Thompson, 2017).
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The Superintendent and Effective Leadership
In the education system, the district leader must be able to connect knowing
practice and procedure of what needs to be done, conducting business in an ethical
manner, and building consensus for getting it done. Understanding and being able to
navigate connectedness between power, leadership, organizational politics and
relationships are critical for superintendents in developing political effectiveness to work
skillfully with board members who may have different values, priorities, interests, and
goals without compromising what his or her organization needs to sustain success (White
et al., 2016). More information is needed to determine what specific styles and tactics
successful superintendents use with individual board members to increase successful
relationships with board members (White et al., 2016).
Research findings from the American Association of School Administrators
(AASA) 2010 Decennial Study (Kowalski et al., 2010) reported that superintendents
recognized that the intensity of political action was associated with district size
(enrollment). Though political action was reported across all districts, it was reported
more often by superintendents in larger districts (Diarrassouba & Johnson, 2014;
Kowalski et al., 2010). Bredeson, Klar, & Johansson (2011) posited that the size of the
school district and community had an impact on different aspects of the superintendent’s
work. Because of these differences, Bredeson and his colleagues found important
distinctions between how superintendents in small and large districts built and maintained
relationships with internal and external stakeholders.
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Strategies Used by Superintendents
The political landscape of education now and in the future requires current and
aspiring district leaders to have a significant understanding of power, politics, and
influence. Specifically, a superintendent’s interpersonal style, accurate understanding of
the power relations between people, and skill in engaging in political behavior increases
the likelihood that he or she will select appropriate strategies to influence behaviors of an
individual board member or the collective board. White et al. (2016) suggested that
politically intelligent leaders pay close attention to building relationships, establishing
trust, utilizing strong communication skills, and establishing boundaries (White et al.,
2016). What other political strategies might an effective superintendent use, to create a
strong governance team with board members and ethically influence board direction (Hill
& Jochim, 2018; Judson, 2006; Muhammed, 2012)?
Gaps in Research
Scholars conclude that social acuity and interpersonal skills are integral to
establishing and maintaining healthy relationships between the superintendent and the
school board. In addition, research highlights the importance of having defined roles and
protocols for interactions for the governance team as a whole (Hill & Jochim, 2018;
Jimenez, 2012; Petersen & Short, 2001; Tallerico, 1989). Yet, research-based findings
that include recommendations for superintendents to build these skills are notably absent.
Research by Brouer (2007) identified style and skills in a leadership context with
leaders and followers although context is noted as a recommendation for future studies.
In addition, Brouer (2007) considered only leader-follower relationships. A literature
review highlights the importance of relationships between the district leader and board
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(Bowers, 2016; Jackson, 2016; Jimenez, 2012), styles of influence (Brouer, 2007; White
et al., 2016), and organizational structures to consider for success (Ackerman-Anderson
& Anderson, 2010; Fairholm, 2009). Future research needs to study political style and
skills exhibited within the fluid relationship between the superintendent and board
members.
Statement of the Research Problem
Educational leadership has become increasingly complicated in the 21st century
with increased national and state accountability demands, significant interest groups
competing for limited resources, and a need for leaders who can successfully navigate the
political landscape of managing a school district (Björk et al., 2014; McNay, 2016;
Petersen & Fusarelli, 2005). For district leaders, operating a school district involves
utilizing effective political skills to work with a wide array of conflicting interest groups
while pursuing organizational goals. For superintendents, the most challenging aspect of
their position is establishing and maintaining relationships with board members
(Annunziato, 2008; Björk et al., 2014; B.C. Fusarelli, 2006). Superintendent success and
tenure often hinge on his or her relationship with the school board, demonstrated by 83%
of respondents to the AASA 2010 Decennial Study affirming the challenge of working
with their governing board (Kowalski et al., 2010). This finding underscores that
superintendents realize the tension that exists in maintaining a healthy relationship with
board members and the vital role board relationships play in the success or failure of their
tenure (Jackson, 2016; Kowalski et al., 2010).
The literature on school board and superintendent relationships stresses the
pressure between board and superintendents and the political nature of school boards (B.
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C. Fusarelli, 2006; Jackson, 2016). School board members often serve their own political
needs and agendas, which is counterproductive to the board and superintendent
relationship and often creates conflict within the governance team (B. C. Fusarelli, 2006;
McNay, 2016; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2005). With multiple board members, conflicting
political agendas, limited resources, and different interpretations of what is best for
districts based on diverse interest groups, superintendents need to possess political skills
to maintain positive working relationships with their board members while expertly
maneuvering inevitable conflicts (Hill & Jochim, 2018; Judson, 2006; Jutabha, 2017;
Muhammed, 2012).
Existing literature speaks extensively of the demand for superintendents to build
strong relationships with school boards but continuously fails to identify how
superintendents can overcome the difficulties of leading board trustees in effective
relationships (Bowers, 2016; Jackson, 2016; Jimenez, 2012). Furthermore, while existing
research has highlighted political strategies used by politically intelligent leaders, there is
an absence of research on how superintendents use these strategies with different political
styles of board members. More information is needed to identify political styles and
strategies that are necessary for superintendents to succeed in today’s politically complex
environment to fill this gap in the research (Annunziato, 2008; Brouer, 2007; Frieder &
Basik, 2017; White et al., 2016).
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to
understand the political styles of superintendents and school board members as perceived
by superintendents. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to identify and explain
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the political strategies superintendents use to work with the different political styles of
board members.
Research Questions
1. How do superintendents perceive their own political style and the individual styles of
their school board members?
2. What are the strategies superintendents use to work successfully with the different
school board member styles?
Significance of the Problem
The political environment and the professional relationship between the
superintendent and school board are critical elements affecting district performance,
healthy professional relationships, and cooperative decision-making, yet often
superintendents and their governing board perform at counterproductive purposes
(Bowers, 2016; Brierton, Graham, Tomal, & Wilhite, 2016; Brouer, 2007; Duffy, 2005).
The superintendent’s ability to exert a political style and skill set successfully is vital to
managing a school district and maintaining functional relationships with various groups
in a school district, particularly the school board (Bredeson et al., 2011; Jutabha, 2017;
Muhammed, 2012).
Superintendents understand the importance of utilizing political skills to move
educational agendas forward but are often at a loss to know what strategies will work
with which board members in various situations. The findings from this research can be
used by superintendents who want to know how to use political strategies in their
professional relationship with board members to achieve common goals and resolve
conflict (Annunziato, 2008; Hill & Jochim, 2018; Jackson, 2016; Muhammed, 2012).
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Petersen and Fusarelli (2005) highlighted the importance of superintendents
having the acumen to discern political power configurations of individual board members
to augment their efficacy in reform climates. This study will fill the gap in literature
regarding research-based findings of practical and specific strategies to use with different
political styles of board members. Furthermore, this study will fill the gap in the research
regarding specific political strategies and styles exemplary superintendents use to
establish and maintain effective relationships with individual members of their board of
education and the collective governance team as a whole.
The results of this study may assist professional organizations such as the
Association of California School Administrators (ACSA) in the design of professional
development programs to prepare administrators for superintendent positions. Similarly,
graduate students enrolled in university programs, such as administrative credential
programs and doctoral programs in leadership, designed to prepare them for successful
leadership positions may benefit from classes that incorporate information learned from
this study.
This study may also support professional recruitment firms hired to find
professionals to fill superintendent positions for governance teams. Search teams may
use information learned from the research study to identify candidates who exhibit
characteristics that may best fit with board member political styles in order to provide the
strongest possible candidate pool for board members to interview.
Finally, by identifying political styles and strategies of exemplary
superintendents, human resources (HR) administrators can use the political skill
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assessment for recruiting or training employees in leadership skills or managerial
development programs (Coole, 2007).
Definitions
The following section defines terms as they are used in this study. These terms
were collaboratively developed by a team of peer researchers studying political styles and
strategies of superintendents, as noted in the Preface. The definitions are organized
around the nine political styles matrix based on initiative and interest. The styles are
listed as self-interest, blended interests, and organizational interest for each initiative:
passive, engaged, and assertive.
Passive Political Styles
Analyst. Analysts are passive and oriented toward self-interest over
organizational interest. They are primarily focused on tasks over relationships and will
seek evidence, proof, and detailed analysis before risking a change (Bolman & Deal,
1991; Boulgarides & Cohen, 2001; DeLuca, 1999; Rowe & Boulgarides, 1992; White et
al., 2016).
Adaptor. Adaptors are pragmatists who generally support organizational changes
and team decisions, provided they do not perceive personal risk. An adaptor is one who
presents a passive, cooperative political style balanced between self-interest and
organizational interests (Bobic, Davis, & Cunningham, 1999; Church & Waclawski,
1998; Kirton, 1976; White et al., 2016).
Supporter. Supporters are characterized as risk-averse, selfless, and passive
devotees, backers, or advocates of the organization’s visions and goals. Supporters seek
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harmony and hesitate to take sides though they make decisions and provide resources that
align with the organization’s goals (CSBA, 2016; DeLuca, 1999; White et al., 2016).
Moderately Engaged Political Styles
Planner. Planners demonstrate modest initiative in political ventures and are
typically focused on self-interests rather than organizational interests. Planners gather
and analyze data for potential personal risks, putting constraints on decision-making
(Hackman, 2002; Hackman & Wageman, 2005; White et al., 2016).
Balancer. Balancers blend self and organizational interests. Focused on the
prevention of disequilibrium, balancers use their knowledge of the organization’s culture
to diplomatically shift their support when needed to maintain stability, harmony, and
equanimity (Sheehan, 1989; White et al., 2016).
Developer. Developers work behind the scenes to coach or challenge others to
build skills that can positively advance organizational interests to which they are fully
committed. Developers exhibit a high level of self-awareness of their own knowledge
and skill (DeLuca, 1999; Goleman, 2000; Rath, 2007; White et al., 2016).
Assertive Political Styles
Challenger. Challengers are characterized by self-interest, assertive behavior, and
confidence in their own vision, ideas, and goals, which inspire a strong desire to lead and
make decisions quickly. Challengers see themselves as movers and shakers, efficient,
politically strategic, aggressive, and willing to confront the views of others in an attempt
to influence outcomes (DeLuca, 1999; Jasper, 1997; Meyer, Jenness, & Ingram, 2005;
Polletta, 2004; White et al., 2016).
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Arranger. Arrangers use a political style in which they are assertive in pursuing
their goals that are a blend of both organizational priorities and their own self-interests.
They build a power base by connecting with many people. Arrangers will take risks to
advance their goals and are strategic in combining resources (DeLuca, 1999; Effelsberg,
Solga, & Gurt, 2014; White et al., 2016).
Strategist. Strategists are visionary, open to new ideas, and collaborative. They
empower others and model the organization’s values. Supporting organizational interests
over self-interests, they strategically use a variety of approaches to propose new
initiatives, engage diverse stakeholders, elicit commitment, and make purposeful
decisions (DeLuca, 1999; Dergel, 2014; White et al., 2016).
Other Definitions
Politics. Politics are the activities, actions, and policies through which people
make, preserve, and amend the general rules under which they live and which are used to
achieve a desired outcome through reconciling differences and engaging others in
dialogue. Politics also involves the use of power to influence or to improve
organizational interests (Fairholm, 2009; White et al., 2016).
Power. Power is the ability to mobilize resources to accomplish organizational
outcomes and influence others to overcome resistance (Emerson, 1962; Fairholm, 2009;
Kanter, 1979; Mintzberg, 1984; Pfeffer, 1981, 1992).
Ethics. Ethics are moral principles of right and wrong based on shared or agreed
upon values, beliefs, and norms that guide a leader’s behavior (Bolman & Deal, 2017;
Brierton et al., 2016; DeLuca, 1999; Duffy, 2005; White et al., 2016).
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Political strategy. Political strategy is the approach or tactics a leader uses in

pursuing a desired goal or objective. It considers both internal and external issues,
situations, and changing dynamics in adapting a plan of action (DeLuca, 1999;
Fairholm, 2009; White et al., 2016).
Political style. Political style is the way one’s values, character, and beliefs are
manifested into actions and behaviors to influence others and achieve desired outcomes.
It is the way in which a leader uses power to engage with individuals, groups, and
circumstances. It is the combination of an individual’s commitment to organizational
interest vs self-interests and the level of initiative and energy he or she devotes to
pursuing those interests (DeLuca, 1999; Grenny, Patterson, Maxfield, McMillan, &
Switzler, 2013; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2005; White et al., 2016).
Political intelligence. Political intelligence is a set of skills and ethical behaviors
used to achieve organizational and/or personal goals. Political intelligence is the way that
a leader negotiates policy, standards, rules and regulations within organizational life
while considering the wants, needs, values, motivations and emotions of all stakeholders
to accomplish organizational goals (DeLuca, 1999; Fairholm, 2009; Tucker, 1995; White
et al., 2016).
Delimitations
The study boundaries are outlined by delimitations. Delimitations identify how
the scope of the study has been reduced by the researcher. The researcher establishes the
study boundaries in terms of what or who is included. This study was delimited to five
exemplary suburban unified school district superintendents in Southern California (n.d.).
In this study, an exemplary superintendent was identified as the leader of a school district
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who had a minimum of 3 years of experience as a superintendent in his or her current
district and exhibited at least three of the following six criteria:
1. Exhibited evidence of positive governance team relationships;
2. Identified by county superintendent as exemplary in working with the board;
3. Identified by a panel of experts knowledgeable of work of superintendents;
4. Received recognition as an exemplary superintendent by a professional organization
such as ACSA;
5. Received recognition by their peers; and
6. Participated in CSBA Masters in Governance training or other governance training
with at least one board member.
Organization of the Study
This study is organized into five chapters and references and appendices. Chapter
I introduced politics in education, highlighted background theories and the study
variables, political styles and strategies of superintendents, identified the problem
statement, the research purpose, operational definitions, and delimitations of the study.
Chapter II presents what is known about leadership theories influencing politics and
power, political intelligence theory, major concepts of politics in education and school
district governance, roles of the superintendent and school board, and elements of
effective political strategies. Chapter III clarifies the research design and the study
methodology, identifies population and sampling frame, and explains data gathering and
analysis procedures. Chapter IV presents and analyzes the findings of the study. Chapter
V brings the study to a close with a summary of findings, conclusions, and
recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Chapter II grounds this study in the existing literature as it pertains to political
leadership of superintendents within the K-12 education system and the political reality
they must contend with. This chapter begins with the evolution of politics and how it
plays a role in the efficacy of successful district leaders in the public education system.
Next, it illuminates a pathway of foundational theories that encompass district leadership
for superintendents. The theoretical framework section addresses political skill and style
and provides an understanding of how political skill and style drive successful strategies
in education at the highest levels. The following section outlines major concepts of
politics in education, school district governance, politics of the superintendent and board,
the superintendent and effective leadership, strategies used by superintendents, and gaps
in research. The literature review equips the researcher with a theoretical foundation to
understand the strategies exemplary leaders, specifically suburban unified district
superintendents, use to work successfully with different board member styles.
Evolution of Politics
The history of politics studies the organization and operation of power in society.
Throughout the ages, leadership has been described as an effort to create and maintain
power over others. Most political theorists, from historical to modern academic political
scientists, discuss political leadership as some type of process, action, or influence that in
some manner gets people to do something (Bass & Bass, 2008). As a result, many of the
theoretical foundations include some aspect of power and the act of influence. In
addition, the historical concept of politics necessarily includes distinction and discussions
about legitimacy and authority.
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Although political thought and structure changes over time, the underlying
constant is that politics is the practice of influencing people (Brierton et al., 2016;
Dolbeare & Cummings, 2010; Tucker, 1995). The evolution of politics has always
included an emphasis on power relations as a unifying theme in the literature on politics
(Bass & Bass, 2008). Globally, the action of politics assumes that power is the end
product and that individuals pursue power for their own interests (Domhoff, 2007).
Importance of Politics
Pfeffer (1981) asserted that “power is a property of a system at rest, and politics is
the study of power in action” (p. 7). Mintzberg (1984) characterized organizations as
political arenas that were primarily characterized by conflict and politics. He further
argued that “organizational politics are the illegitimate alternatives to organizationally
established power structures. Different types of political strategies such as coalition
building and use of expert power are used to structure and regulate power in ways that
create organization” (Mintzberg, 1984, p. 134). Mintzberg argued that these political
tools, or strategies, compete with or act as alternatives for legitimate power. In contrast,
to Mintzberg, Pfeffer (1992) considered organizational politics as effective and necessary
methods to manage the success of organizations and careers. Pfeffer asserted that
organizations embody multiple interests that need to be understood if they are to be
managed successfully. Finally, Pfeffer (1992) posited that individuals must also possess
and understand power, predict the use of power by others, and know how to employ it
themselves in order to be successful with multiple interest groups. In his view, politics is
the remedy to the status quo and the way in which innovation and success occurs through
the alignment of multiple interests or behaviors toward a specific objective.
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Leadership and Politics
Leadership has become more complicated in the 21st century than in the last
century. House and Aditya (1997) were leaders of their time who explicitly called for the
development of a political theory of leadership that incorporated power and influence as
fundamental aspects of organizations. The process of influence is a key component in
many definitions of leadership (Bass, 1983; Burns, 1978; Bush, 2011). The central
concept in transformational leadership is influence rather than authority, which was
outlined by M. Weber (1958). Both influence and authority are dimensions of power, but
authority is commonly tied to formal positions while influence could be exercised by
anyone in the organization. Management is tied to authority while leadership may be
independent of positional constraints. The process of leadership is intentional, and the
individual exercising influence is doing so in order to achieve specific goals (Bush,
2011). Finally, leadership has become more connected with ethics and values. For this
reason, leaders are expected to exhibit behaviors that demonstrate transparent
professional and personal values (Bush, 2011).
Educational institutions mimic large organizations in that they contain some
bureaucratic elements and are normative in nature. Normative theories highlight ideas
about how individuals and organizations “should” act or behave. Allix (2000) alleged
that leadership is a political rather than a collegial stance. Political models that portray
decision-making as a bargaining process rather than a normative process of doing what is
right are embraced. In addition, political models in organizations are based on the
assumption that policies and decisions result from a negotiation and bargaining process
(Bolman & Deal, 2017; Bush, 2011). Bolman and Deal (2017) referred to the political
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model through the idea of a “frame.” The political frame favors the law of the jungle
over needs and goals when scarce resources, competing interests, conflict, and power
dictate both direction and outcomes (Bolman & Deal, 2017; Bush, 2011).
In addition, interests may be personal or organizational. The distribution of
power and sphere of influence in organizations is analyzed through the lens of
negotiation and bargaining between interest groups. Conflict is considered inherent
within organizations, and energy is expended toward managing political behavior
(Pfeffer, 1981). Alliances are formed by interest groups in pursuit of specific policy
outcomes or decisions (Cooper et al., 2015). Dominant coalitions are able to accrue
power rather than power just being the domain of formal leaders.
According to formal political models, decisions follow a logical process. The
outcome of the decision-making process is likely determined by the respective power of
the interest group or individuals involved in the dialogue. Salo (2008) described the
process as a “continuing struggle for control, power, and influence” (p. 500). Resources
of power are expended by participants to advocate for their interests, and these actions
impact outcomes. Conflicts are ultimately resolved through the medium of power. The
sources of power are abundant and diverse and determine who gets what, when, and how.
Bolman and Deal (2017) stressed the need for leaders to consolidate their power base.
Hoyle (1993) articulated a critical differentiation between authority and influence
and highlighted the important difference between these two. Influence is nested in the
connection between groups or individuals rather than from a formal or legal source
(authority). There are important forms of power pertinent to education systems.
Positional power is legal or legitimate power and is tied to M. Weber’s delineation
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between authority and influence. Governing boards may exercise positional power
within independent schools and districts. Morgan (1997) and M. Weber (1958)
highlighted formal authority as legitimized power that is acknowledged and accepted by
others. Legitimacy is the social approval of the leader by the population majority and is
vital for balancing power relations. Expert power relates to the ability to influence others
based on specialized knowledge or expertise. The expert maintains the appearance of
power and control, which can lend substantial weight to a decision (Bush, 2011; Morgan,
1997). Control of influence is viewed as authority rather than influence when it is used
by the leader acting in an official capacity. Bolman and Deal (1991, 2017) described
coercive power as the ability to invoke conformity through the threat of punishment. In
the educational realm, a significant source of power is through the control of resources,
so decisions about resource allocation are likely to be vital aspects of the district policy
process.
Northouse (2003) identified leadership as an influence process between an
individual and a group of individuals to achieve a common goal. He focused less on the
leader or the situation and highlighted that leadership was an interactive two-way process
between leader and follower. In most discussions about leader and follower exchange,
the term follower is identified as the person who is participating in the exchange with the
leader rather than as a reference to his or her role in the organizational hierarchy (Wang,
Bain, Hope, & Hansman, 2017). Treadway, Bentley, Williams, and Wallace (2014)
supported Northouse’s view and articulated an embedded connection between leadership
and politics in their view of leadership as a political process in which leaders and
followers engage in social influence behaviors to enhance shared meaning, implement
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change, and improve effectiveness. As such, they adopted Yukl’s (1998) definition of
leadership:
Leadership is viewed broadly as the process wherein an individual member of a
group or organization influences the interpretation of events, the choice of
objectives and strategies, the organization of work activities, the motivation of
people to achieve objectives, the maintenance of cooperative relationships, the
development of skills and confidence by members, and the enlistment of support.
(p. 94)
Leadership is assumed to be a political process in which shared meaning evolves
as a product of both leader and follower influence (Treadway et al., 2014). Political
activity is the dominant mode of organizational functioning, and the ability to perform
effectively within the political arena is the most critical skill a leader can possess
(Treadway et al., 2014). As a result of distinctly different perspectives and interests
among and between leaders and their stakeholders, leadership becomes a political process
as alliances, ideals, and personal agendas compete for validation and scarce resources
(Treadway et al., 2014).
Theoretical Foundations
Leadership has been described as an effort to create and maintain power over
others. At its core, power has a relational aspect. Seminal authors Dahl (1957), M.
Weber (1958), French and Raven (1960), and Brunner (1999) all delineated the concept
of power in relationships although each have differing stances on how power is executed.
An important concept that outlines different theoretical foundations is how power is
exercised. The exercise of power cannot solely be considered from the viewpoint of the
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leader. Power must be addressed from other contenders as leaders and followers; both
have many potential sources of power (Bolman & Deal, 2017).
Elite Theory
The cornerstone of elite theory is that individuals with wealth use their economic
power to control the nation’s economy to prevent those below from advancing. Their
wealth allows the elite to secure political positions designed to maintain their power.
Power elites were considered individuals who possessed a disproportionate amount of
wealth and privilege and who exerted their influence primarily though state policymakers
and school board members. Their primary job was to acculturate immigrant children to
values and beliefs of the dominant group or culture (Kowalski & Brunner, 2011).
During the formative years when district leadership was becoming a distinctive
specialization in the education profession, the most highly respected education scholars
were superintendents or former superintendents (Kowalski & Björk, 2005). During this
same time period, political elites in different arenas, such as city districts, often rejected
the notion that superintendents should have considerable authority because they did not
want to lose their own power base. Domhoff (2007) identified this as collective power by
which leaders create alliances within their own organization to generate a power
structure. This power structure is used to combine organizational resources and make it
more difficult for people outside to participate in general societal governance while
entering into rivalries with elites in other organizations (Domhoff, 2007; Higley &
Burton, 2006).
Callahan (1962, 1966) identified three reasons why many early district leaders
were appointed to office. The first reason was that they embodied the characteristics of
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the dominant majority such as being White, Anglo-Saxon, and male. Next, they were
identified as an effective teacher, and a highly effective teacher was thought to be
competent with respect to implementing the state-mandated curriculum and supervising
other teachers. Finally, they were connected politically to the power elites. For example,
they were allies of school board members or other elected officials (Kowalski & Björk,
2005). Under a dominant school board, a few elite board members possessed the power,
which resulted in a superintendent becoming only a token leader (Kowalski, 2006).
Translating elite theory into the current educational realm can be viewed through the lens
of individual board members using their power to control actions or priorities of a school
district or superintendent. In this respect, an elite board member could do the bidding of
elite groups within the stakeholder hierarchy.
Pluralist Theory
In a related view, pluralist theory asserts that competing interest groups who share
influence in government hold the power. According to pluralist theory, people with
common identifying interests form groups to exert influence over politicians. In this
respect, pluralism has been the cornerstone of 20th-century American democracy
(Gunnell, 1996). In its simplest form in the education realm, interest groups such as
parent-teacher groups (PTA, PTO, PTSA) and other interest groups exert pressure on
superintendents and school boards in the name of student advocacy.
Schools within the K-12 public education system are often thought of as apolitical
places because they are funded through local taxes and because districts restrict
employees’ political advocacy and engagement. However, school boards expect political
leadership by their superintendents when resources diminish, communities become more
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pluralistic, and school officials are held more accountable (McNay, 2016). Pluralist
values, norms, and needs set the stage for community conflicts for education priorities.
Conflict arises with the very nature of political leadership in public education (Björk &
Gurley, 2005).
As a foundational author of pluralist theory, Bentley asserted that the primary
forces of politics were interest groups (Cooper & Spielhagen, 2009). Bentley recognized
the role of interest groups in American democracy and realized giving this specific type
of societal institution a more notable position in scientific theorizing would result in a
more accurate analysis of the political process in America. According to Bentley (as
cited in Cooper & Spielhagen, 2009), “Education politics can be understood as complex,
changing systems of interest groups” (p. 659). Cooper and Spielhagen (2009) highlighted
the impact of globalization on pluralist theory by asserting,
As the nation becomes more mobile and more tightly connected economically and
electronically, and as our school outcomes are compared to those of other nations,
the limits of fractured interest groups, and the demand for national standards,
alignment of curriculum, and more universal standardized testing become visible.
(p. 661)
Pluralist theory contrasts with elite theory in that policy is shaped from the bottom
up and not the top down as illustrated in elite theory (Gunnell, 1996). Dahl (1957)
argued that politicians seeking election are informed of the needs of the general
constituency by paying particular attention to the interests of politically engaged voters.
They attempt to exchange votes with giving people what they want. In education politics,
a significant theme remains the influence of organized interest groups.
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Social Inequity Theory
Social inequity theory is also known as conflict theory. Social inequity theory
illustrates that inequality plays an important societal function. Conflict theorists assert
that inequality is the outcome of groups with power controlling less powerful groups. In
the public education system, inequity is a polarizing subject that generates significant
discussion from superintendents and school boards. Functionalism and hegemony are
two different concepts that encompass social inequity (conflict) theory.
Functionalism. The functionalist perspective views society as interdependent
parts working together as a complex system to promote consensus and stability. This
theory highlights that in order for society to work as a whole, each interdependent part
must contribute (Durkheim & Thompson, 2004). According to functionalism, social
institutions perform valuable functions (J. Weber, Podair, & Burton, 2011). Through this
lens, Durkheim and Thompson (2004) viewed education as an institution that creates
social solidarity by constructing community and teaching cooperation. In his view,
education transmits values, shared beliefs, and culture. Additionally, schools are viewed
as a society on a miniature scale where standards, expectations, participation, and
cooperation are taught. Finally, schools teach specialized skills, a fact which supports the
division of labor (Trueman, 2015).
Hegemony. Hegemony has two distinct meanings for social and political
scientists. The most common meaning refers to dominant power. Hegemony may also
refer to the struggle between different groups for social dominance. The second
definition is important for education because education allows different groups to win
over other groups by defining the terms of the culture (Saltman, 2018). As a founding
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author for hegemony, Gramsci (1971) recognized that power is wielded not only through
coercion or force. Power is also wielded through the making of ideas and meaning,
through educating people to consent to particular ways of seeing (English, 2011;
Heywood, 1994; Saltman, 2018). Gramsci’s (1971) view instilled inherent power in
educators and educational leaders as they have significant influence on what is taught in
schools.
Rational Choice Theory
In direct contrast to elite theory, rational choice theory asserts that individuals
make personal or interest-based decisions rather than solely in pursuit of power. In
Rational choice theory, behavior is considered rational if it is consistent over time,
evaluative, and goal-oriented. Rationality is the concept that individuals consider
possible consequences of their actions and use this knowledge to direct their behaviors to
achieve their desired objectives or goals (Meeker, 1971). Based on this assumption,
personal history or culture does not necessarily dictate or predict political behavior.
Instead, it is sufficient to assume individuals will logically pursue their interests.
Downs (1957) asserted that critical aspects of political life could be explained
through the lens of voter self-interest. Downs showed that most voters possessed
moderate opinions, and this forced political parties to adjust their public stances toward
centrist positions to gain votes. In alignment with traditional ideas of organizational
politics, political activity is considered self-serving and goal-directed toward pursuing
personal interests or developing personal skills or competencies for personal gain. From
the education lens, rational choice theory refers to standards, accountability, and
performance management. This perspective conveys a bureaucratic mindset.
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In the social scientist view, rational choice theory can be used to model, explain,
and predict different collective outcomes that include different groups jointly benefitting,
one group losing and one group winning, and the possibility of a mixed outcome in which
some groups jointly benefit in some aspects and lose in others (Petracca, 1991). An
important component of rational choice theory is the concept of reflexivity whereby
individuals choose different decision-making strategies based on their beliefs of what
strategies others will choose (Petracca, 1991). This concept has direct implications on
how superintendents may choose specific political strategies based on political styles of
different board members. The idea of reflexivity suggests that the individual is the
pivotal unit of analysis for understanding political decision-making outcomes (Petracca,
1991).
In the end, regardless of theoretical foundation, the superintendent will be
required to address the concept of power in relationship with both the governance team
and the internal and external stakeholders in order to be successful. Professional success
relies on internal and external stakeholders’ perspective and acceptance on who has the
legitimate right to decide policy and whether the district has provided appropriate and
equitable educational services and support to various groups of students within the
district (Cooper et al., 2015). The superintendent’s personal power will be reflected in
his or her skill in the application of influence tactics (Bolman & Deal, 2017). Leaders
high in political intelligence would use appropriate influence to garner follower
cooperation.
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Theoretical Framework
Politically Intelligent Leader
Researchers over the past 20 years have added to the body of knowledge
pertaining to the characteristics of a politically intelligent leader. Treadway and his
colleagues (2014) outlined specific personal characteristics of politically intelligent
leaders such as social intelligence and effectiveness in engaging in influence behaviors.
Ferris and his colleagues (1999) supported this concept and described politically
intelligent leaders as characterized by social awareness and perceptiveness, behavioral
flexibility, effective communication skills, emotional intelligence, and self-monitoring
(Ferris et al., 1999; Ferris, Davidson, & Perrewé, 2010; Ferris et al., 2007). Using these
behavior descriptions in context, Treadway and colleagues (2014) underscored politically
intelligent leaders as being able to understand and influence others’ emotions to obtain
the power and resources necessary to facilitate either personal or organizational goal
advancement.
DeLuca (1999) articulated two critical components of organizational political
strategies, which included the power and influence of people involved and their personal
and professional interests or agendas. DeLuca asserted that becoming politically savvy
required leaders to understand themselves and their political style. He identified political
style as internal values and priorities that are reflected in leader actions and attitudes.
DeLuca’s political styles centered on the leader’s stance toward politics. White et al.
(2016) differed from DeLuca in that they argued that a leader’s degree of commitment
toward pursuing personal or organizational goals was a stronger indicator of political
style.
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Similarly, Ferris and his colleagues (1999) created a political skill inventory in an
effort to explain the “how” of influence by measuring the political skill of the influencer.
This work by Ferris and his colleagues opens the conversation about the importance of
this study. Ferris et al. (1999) characterized political skill as “individual difference
variables that represent a comprehensive pattern of social competencies with cognitive,
affective, and behavioral manifestations, which have both direct effects on outcomes, as
well as moderating effects on predictor-outcome relationships” (Ferris et al., 2007, p.
291). Ferris and his colleagues (2007) consistently indicated that politically skilled
individuals have an accurate perception of both their behavior and the behavior of others,
which allows them to be influential within social interactions. In addition to being
socially astute, politically skilled individuals reflect a style that allows them to influence
others by being highly adaptable in changing their behaviors as warranted by the situation
to achieve desired goals.
Political skill was highlighted in Bolman and Deal’s (2017) political frame. The
political frame emphasizes competition and power and identifies effective management
through appropriate use of influence and power to regulate organizational effectiveness.
Bolman and Deal (1991) described organizations as “roiling arenas hosting ongoing
contests of individual and group interests . . . with enduring differences in values, beliefs,
information, interests, and perceptions of reality involving scarce resources and
competing goals” (p. 194). In viewing leadership through this political frame, having a
clear understanding of the context and scope of the leadership position is essential.
Furthermore, determining the importance of requisite skills and how they are learned or
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obtained is considered vital, so others working in or aspiring to the superintendency may
be appropriately prepared to assume the leadership position.
Brouer (2007) diverged from collective thought that leader characteristics were
the determining factor in successful relationships and asserted that it was the style in
which leaders utilized their characteristics, not the characteristics themselves. She
articulated that political skill allowed leaders to successfully use different styles with
their followers. To prove this point, Brouer (2007) highlighted that effective leaders
were able to create different relationships with different stakeholders by varying their
interactions and “style” across different groups. This supported Northouse’s (2003)
concept of bringing together an interactive leadership practice and is a key concept
addressed by White et al.’s (2016) political intelligent framework.
Whitmarsh (2014) explored political skills required for the 21st century
superintendency and found that successful district leaders exhibited evolving requisite
skills that included implementing political skills with high levels of integrity. Ferris et al.
(2005) and Ferris et al. (2010) agreed that politically skilled leaders display high levels of
sincerity, authenticity, and integrity. Similarly, White et al. (2016) identified a
“politically intelligent leader as one who uses a moral compass to lead the organization in
the right direction” (p. 3). Brouer (2007) articulated an alternate perspective on political
intelligence and integrity. She identified “apparent sincerity” as the last dimension of
political skill and indicated that politically skilled individuals may have the appearance of
integrity but may also be skilled in masking ulterior motives with apparent sincerity in
order to successfully influence others.
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White and her colleagues (2016) proposed a leadership model in which leader
style and behaviors were viewed through a political lens as a way to construct shared
meaning among organizational members, which is necessary to be an effective and
politically intelligent leader. White et al. (2016) defined and described politically
intelligent leaders as those who utilize their skills and abilities based on their initiative
and goal allegiance to self or their organization. Building a solid foundation for
understanding political intelligence, White et al. (2016) established continuums with
respect to goal allegiance and leader engagement to address political style of leaders.
These continuums begin to address identifying political strategies of leaders to address
how superintendents and board members interact and build successful relationships.
The White et al. (2016) inventory deviates from DeLuca (1999) in that it looks at
goal allegiance and initiative to identify political styles. White et al. (2016) moved from
solely identifying political skill traits to identifying a political style a leader exhibits to
work with stakeholders within the organization, which is more aligned to research
findings by Brouer (2007). The White et al. (2016) inventory supports research by
Treadway et al. (2014) as both groups highlight that much of the success with political
skill in predicting leader and team performance has to do with the goal-orientation
mindset of the politically skilled leader.
Politics in Education
The role of the federal government in public education has evolved over the past
two centuries. The U.S. Constitution does not encompass education, so it falls under
state governance. Based on this fact, each state has the right and authority to establish a
system of public schools. The federal government does interject indirect jurisdiction on
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limited functions of public education through mandates such as Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA) and other accountability measures. States have implemented local control
constraints for educational agencies in a “check and balance” manner such as instituting a
governing board who selects a superintendent as the district leader.
Because authority over U.S. public schools has been dispersed over many
jurisdictions, the means of enacting educational policy hinges on influence, which is a
basic political strategy (Ball, 1987; Lindle, 2014). Superintendents must be prepared to
engage in district politics with particular attention to the best interests of students and
their families (Lindle, 2014). Mountford (2004) identified power as the ability to control
or influence others at different levels in the organization. Bringing this all together in the
educational realm, the political contexts of education require leaders who have the
political understanding of how to get people at different levels and with varying influence
to work together for student success.
In reality, many superintendents must compete with other heads of public
agencies to garner scarce resources for the schools and students they serve (Cooper,
Fusarelli, & Randall, 2004). In addition, differences in ideals and values among different
community interest groups require superintendents to manage pervasive conflict (Keedy
& Björk, 2002). In a democracy, policy and politics are squarely joined, and
consequently, superintendent political tendencies remain relevant to understanding
district administration (Kowalski et al., 2010). Blumberg (1985) articulated a dichotomy
between the altruistic ideal of educating children and the necessity of astute political
skills for superintendents. The dichotomy is highlighted in district leader decision-
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making to impact student achievement while addressing competing interest groups
including parent or community groups, teacher advocacy groups, or boards of education.
School District Governance
Today, superintendents are being asked to do an ever-lengthening list of tasks for
an ever-increasing list of diverse stakeholders (Cooper et al., 2015). While their
fundamental responsibility is facilitating educational initiatives designed to increase
student achievement, the essential vehicle for accomplishing this task is through
organizational relationships that may involve highly complex and diverse interest groups
including board members. A host of studies highlight significant external pressures that
hinder superintendents’ success in cultivating positive relationships with their board
members. These external pressures include financial constraints, unfunded mandates,
accountability measures, and interest group or bargaining unit unrest (Kirst, 2010; Kirst
& Wirt, 2009; Wirt & Kirst, 2009).
Role of superintendent. In public education, the superintendent role is a
functional position. Across the nation, superintendents are the leaders in their respective
districts and communities. As the leader, they are considered the connection between the
community and the school district. Although the superintendent position may be
substantially different from district to district, general roles and responsibilities may be
similar according to district size, location, and community demographics.
The position of school superintendent came into existence in the mid-1800s, when
many school districts in larger cities delegated authority to an individual to be responsible
for daily operations of multiple individual schoolhouses. The original role of the
superintendent was that of a head teacher, with the decision-making authority resting
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with appointed or elected board members (Kowalski & Glass, 2002). During the 1900s,
superintendents in most states assumed responsibility for all district operations, and their
daily operational decisions were not typically subject to interference by the governing
board (Callahan, 1966). Their role as manager established the foundations for future
district leaders who would provide civic leadership, scientific management, and
established business practices for schools under their control. The primary emphasis for
the superintendent in the early years was to assume responsibility for the business and
operational aspects of the schools.
Over the last 50 years, the superintendent position has evolved because the nature
of school district leadership has become more complex. Blumberg (1985) concluded that
if the superintendency is to be an effective position, it must be viewed in political terms
and the leader in the position must be able to navigate the political landscape of his or her
school district. Since the inception of the superintendent role, the demands on and
expectations of the district superintendent have changed as a result of economic, political,
and social trends in our society (Björk et al., 2014; Browne-Ferrigno & Glass, 2005). As
the superintendent position continues to be defined through a continual adaptation
process in response to social, economic, and political changes, the nature of a
superintendent’s work will continue to be reshaped (Glass et al., 2000).
Björk and Gurley (2005) identified the superintendent as a political strategist.
They supported the belief by Cuban (1988) that superintendent and board roles “have
waxed and waned as time passed, yet none disappeared. They competed; they were
durable” (p. 21). Cuban asserted that multiple superintendent roles existed
simultaneously and that successful district leaders would utilize each role as the specific
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context dictated. In the 2010 Decennial Study of superintendents, respondents indicated
that although their school boards emphasized each of the five major roles traditionally
assumed by superintendents, the extent to which they did so varied considerably
(Kowalski et al., 2010). The primary emphasis was placed on being an effective
communicator, followed by manager, instructional leader, statesman/democratic leader,
and applied social scientist.
The current reality for superintendents is that they are expected to have expertise
in the areas of leadership, pedagogy, policy making, school reform, federal and state
accountability measures, finances, and politics (Glass et al., 2000). Their fundamental
responsibility is their involvement in promoting, facilitating, and maintaining
organizational relationships and policies that advance student achievement. While
student achievement is considered a primary job responsibility, many leaders outside and
within the profession contend that knowledge of politics and conflict management skills
surpass the importance of instructional leadership when evaluating the success of the
superintendent (Petersen & Fusarelli, 2005). As the superintendent’s role and
responsibilities continue to evolve with the changing demands and context of public
education, one constant job responsibility will be to manage relationships with people,
mainly the board of education and their constituent groups.
Role of board members. The concept of a school board was established in the
1800s, and the idea was based on residents running their local schools from the town hall
meeting (Hutsell, 2009). Early school boards were involved in the daily operations of
schools and legislative affairs. From the historical perspective, superintendents were
hired to operate the business aspect of schools, and the first school boards were
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established to supervise schools and administer the functions of the district. Much of the
evolving debate and tensions regarding the role of superintendents and school boards
stems from the original role of the school board in supervising the superintendent, who
operates the business of the school district.
Currently, local school boards are composed of elected or appointed officials who
delegate authority to superintendents to ensure the delivery of educational and support
services to children, youth, and parents in their communities by the district’s employees.
School boards have a responsibility to create and influence district policy, assume
fiduciary accountability, direct superintendents to carry out reform initiatives, hire and
terminate staff, and affect collective bargaining sessions. Because they are public
officials commonly elected to office, school board members are subjected to and
influenced by a variety of political forces (Opfer, 2005). Consequently, determining who
has influence with them has been and remains a cogent issue for those who study school
district governance.
School board and superintendent studies have been numerous with most
concluding that a positive board and superintendent interaction is the single most
important element in successful governance of a district (Houston & Eadie, 2007; Hess &
Meeks, 2010; Mountford, 2008; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2005). In addition, research
findings have repeatedly articulated that the relationship between the superintendent and
board of education impacts the quality of a district’s educational program (Finnan et al.,
2015; B. C. Fusarelli, 2006; Houston & Eadie, 2007). Blumberg (1985) suggested that
the interplay between the board of education and superintendent is the most critical
partnership for operating a school system. Houston and Eadie (2007) emphasized this
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critical association by articulating that a board-savvy superintendent will consider the
board as preeminent partners in leading the school district. The seminal Lighthouse
Inquiry report (Rice et al., 2000) described districts with higher student achievement and
successful governance team relationships had school board members who understood
their role and had established processes in place for decision-making.
Politics of the Superintendent and School Board
The American education system has always been centered on local control
(Kowalski, 2006). The concept of local control has centered politics in the middle of the
education system as district leadership stakeholders vie for power and control because
school governance in most U.S. schools remains centered on a locally elected school
board and an appointed superintendent (Finn, Manno, & Wright, 2017). As typical
practice, board members are elected by their local constituencies to govern their local
school district (Finn et al., 2017). In turn, the board hires a district leader,
superintendent, to oversee day-to-day operations of the school district (Kowalski, 2006).
As a governance team, they address complex high-stakes issues and navigate demands of
special interest groups (McGrath, 2015). The governance team hires personnel,
participates in strategic planning, oversees budgets, and interacts with the local
community (CSBA, 2016; Kowalski, 2006). They also direct and evaluate the
superintendent and determine the length and continuation of his or her contract.
A significant political reality that can positively or negatively affect the dynamics
and relationship between governance team members is their political and professional
interdependence. Scholars (Iannaccone & Lutz, 1970; Keedy & Björk, 2002) articulated
a link between school board power structures and community power structures. In
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districts with homogeneous populations, this connection may not be a problem. In
politically diverse communities, the superintendent must be able to discern how political
power is divided locally between community groups and school board power structures
(English, 2011). The political fate of board members and the professional future of the
superintendent are interconnected and are significantly dependent upon one another. The
American Association of School Administrators’ (AASA) 2010 Decennial Study results
indicate that 87.2% of superintendents perceive themselves as having considerable
influence with school boards (Kowalski et al., 2010).
In pluralist communities, especially in urban areas, diverse community needs limit
the positional influence of boards and superintendents (Watson & Grogan, 2005).
Similarly, a pluralistic structure among the board disperses power among members with
coalitions forming according to issues at hand. In pluralistic structures, superintendents
often act as a facilitator offering information and professional recommendations (McNay,
2016). Within the last decade, researchers have expressed renewed interest in
superintendent and board relationships by conducting thorough studies. Study results
have highlighted that board and superintendent relationships have a significant impact on
decision-making, leadership, and district policy, especially as political and economic
environments become more complex (Cunningham & Cordeiro, 2000; Petersen & Short,
2001).
Historical studies have looked at the impact of board behavior on superintendent
tenure (Cistone & National School Boards Association, 1975; Lutz & Iannaccone, 1978).
A few examined the impact of boundaries and expectations on governance team
relationships between superintendents and boards (Danzberger et al., 1987). More recent
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studies have concluded that successful change management and effective decisionmaking districtwide is contingent on the quality of interactions among the collective
governance team (Hoffert, 2015; Kowalski et al., 2010; Robinson, Shakeshaft, Newcomb,
& Grogan, 2017). Tension between the superintendent and board members negatively
impacts the stability of the district, hurts public perception, interferes with reform efforts,
and inflates the possibility of short tenures for superintendents (Alsbury, 2008;
Danzberger, 1994). Despite the potentially contentious relationship with board members,
superintendents indicate board contributions are an asset in the Study of the American
Superintendent: 2015 Mid-Decade Update (Finnan et al., 2015).
The Superintendent and Effective Leadership
An integral role of the K-12 superintendent is to influence political decisionmaking processes and synthesize micropolitics in the implementation of educational
initiatives. The scope and structure of these efforts include galvanizing public support for
education, responding to interest group demands, and successfully interacting with school
boards (Björk et al., 2014). Exemplary K-12 superintendents understand that it is not a
question as to whether they have a political role in successful district leadership but rather
how they enact their political role (Björk & Gurley, 2005). Having political acuity to
work with and through a wide array of stakeholders in enacting systemic reform at the
local level is vital for superintendents and for the governance team (Kowalski, Petersen,
& Fusarelli, 2009).
Treadway et al. (2014) articulated that effective leadership is the need to develop
shared meaning within the organization and among stakeholders, most importantly their
governing board. Kotter (1985) asserted that effective leadership includes being able to
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manage interdependent relationships within the organization and between stakeholders.
This includes being able to understand and effectively use a complex social environment
in goal-oriented ways and managing networks and individuals to serve all stakeholders in
the organization, not just one individual or a select group. The most effective
superintendents exhibit consistent communicative behavior characterized by open,
multidirectional, symmetrical (intended to benefit all parties), and relational (intended to
build or strengthen personal relationships) exchanges (English, 2011; Houston & Eadie,
2007.
English (2011) articulated a poignant definition of leadership that touches the
crux of effective leadership being studied by stating that “leadership is a fluid
phenomenon that happens between leaders and followers” (p. 56). Follett (1940) was one
of the first individuals to advocate for a holistic, systemic approach to leadership with
focused attention on the importance of reciprocal relationships. In her view, effective
leadership is the art of getting things done through people. Finally, leaders with high
political skills who lead effectively use appropriate influence to garner cooperation for
the betterment of the organization (Ahearn et al., 2004; Grenny et al., 2013). In studies
by Glass (2001) and Glass and Franceschini (2007), researchers highlighted that
superintendents often made efforts to gather learning preferences of individual board
members in order to positively influence decisions and ensure boards approved their
recommendations on different items. In other words, effective superintendents know
how to employ specific tactics or strategies to effectuate their desired outcome.
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Political Strategies Used by Superintendents
The political terrain and influence of policies now and of the future require
aspiring and current district leaders to have a significant understanding of the inner
workings of micropolitics and the related phenomenon of influence. Rather than concede
under pressure, proactive leaders who use political knowledge and skills can initiate and
influence policy for the benefit of all students. A model of political leadership by
Ammeter, Douglas, Gardner, Hochwarter, and Ferris (2002) highlighted both the
controlling and negotiating effects of political skill on leader and stakeholder outcomes.
In particular, a leader’s interpersonal style, accurate mental map of the power relations
between individuals, interest in engaging in political behavior, and social capital all
enhance the likelihood that he or she will select the appropriate combination of political
strategies to proactively engage in at the appropriate organizational level whether it is
with an individual board member or the collective board.
As positional and functional leaders, Wang et al. (2017) highlighted contingency
leadership where superintendents need to know when it is best to use an approach or
specific strategies based on a given situation or when working with different individuals
or groups. Mills, Helms Mills, Forshaw, and Bratton (2007) contended that the most
effective leadership practice depends on a combination of the leader’s style, followers,
and the situation. They articulated the assumption that different behavior patterns, or
strategies, will be effective in different situations and with different individuals. Fielder
(1973) was an early proponent of this perspective and he assessed leader styles and the
situational context of leadership to determine whether the leadership style was task or
relationship oriented.
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Volp (1978) and Johnson (1996) studied the politics of superintendents and
concluded that governance at the district level was dominated by politics. Therefore,
successful superintendents needed to be knowledgeable and skilled in the use of political
strategies to influence different interest groups within the educational institution.
Similarly, Lindle (2014) articulated that politics in education is inevitable and that
aspiring district leaders need to develop political strategies for ensuring that students not
only have opportunities to learn but also experience successful learning. This is such a
central aspect of education that the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium
(ISLLC) established Standard 6, which states, “An education leader promotes the success
of every student by understanding, responding to, and influencing the political, social,
economic, legal, and cultural context” (Lindle, 2014, x).
Pfeffer (1992) discussed strategies and tactics that were specifically designed to
implement the use of power as unobtrusively as possible and use influence effectively.
These strategies included building coalitions and linking agendas between different
stakeholders within the organization. Townsend et al. (2007) identified strategies
superintendents used to develop and maintain good relationships with their board. These
strategies were building relationships, creating a team, staying focused on priorities, and
managing conflict. Similarly, White et al. (2016) suggested that politically intelligent
leaders pay close attention to building relationships, establishing trust, utilizing strong
communication skills, and establishing boundaries.
Houston and Eadie (2007) viewed superintendents and board members as
preeminent partners in leading a school district. As such, they focus on strategies that
support managing the human dimension of the superintendent-board relationship such as
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open and honest communication and being pertinent and timely with information. In
addition, strategies that build feelings of ownership and commitment among board
members such as devoting attention to building the governance partnership and
promoting and supporting board capacity are considered vital. Overall, Houston and
Eadie (2007) highlighted that honest, accurate, and pertinent communication is the
proverbial glue that cements a strong bond between the superintendent and board
members.
Researchers have identified the importance of political skills in the
superintendency, which leads to the logical question of how successful district leaders
use political strategies in relation to their political style as identified by White et al.
(2016). White and her colleagues (2016) suggested that politically intelligent leaders pay
close attention to specific strategies that will increase their ability to work successfully
with members of their school board. While all strategies are important and can be
effective, specific strategies may work more effectively with board members who exhibit
behaviors based on different political styles. Table 1 identifies strategies used by
politically intelligent leaders.
External Strategies
The external environment of a school district includes entities that exist outside of
its boundary but have a significant influence on the success of the district as a whole and
the successful tenure of the superintendent and governance team. The superintendent
may not have control over the external environment but needs to be aware of external
changes. Hill and Jochim (2018) highlighted the importance of building insider-outsider
coalitions. For example, business, higher education, and city leaders might all support a
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Table 1
External and Internal Political Strategies (White et al., 2016)
External political strategies

Internal political strategies

1. Build trust

1. Build trust

2. Create a political vision

2. Uncover the informal norms ASAP

3. You’ll never meet their needs, or
they’ll never meet yours

3. Do your homework

4. Simplify and clarify your message

4. Dig the well before you are thirsty

5. Never let ‘em see you sweat

5. Link agendas

6. Do your homework

6. Management by walking around

7. Know each decision maker’s agenda

7. Be open to their ideas

8. Be aware of political blind spots

8. Empower others

9. Coalition-building is a long-term
and necessary strategy

9. Make use of the chit system

10. “Working with the community” is
usually neither interesting or fun,
but it’s necessary
11. Don’t wait to build networks ‘til
you need them

10. Expand the pie with “out of the
box” thinking

12. Include all sides

12. Be aware of internal political blind
spots

13. Positive responses to perceived
dangers win support

13. Where snipers dwell, plan
meticulously

14. Ability to compete, intention to
cooperate

14. Go slow to go fast

15. Win-win solutions more than winlose solutions

15. Benevolent environments yield risktaking and creativity

16. Count how many natural
constituents are voters

16. Knowing who trusts whom

17. Celebrate everything

17. Float the idea

18. The theory of small wins

18. Use the accordion process to
increase involvement

11. Many messengers-same messagebigger impact

19. Use conflict resolution techniques
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specific educational initiative, but each group may support the initiative for different
reasons. White and her colleagues (2016) asserted that leaders who employ different
strategies based on different political styles to gain support from varied external and
internal stakeholder groups can increase the likelihood of support for organizational
initiatives.
Hill and Jochim (2018) asserted that leaders of public and nonprofit organizations
have multiple voter interest groups who have an interest (real or perceived) in the
business of the school district. Researchers Bonewald (2013) and Maldonado (2007)
conducted studies of school superintendents to identify political strategies used to
influence external stakeholders (legislators) in order to influence educational policy.
These researchers identified the importance of regular interactions with external
stakeholders, participating in professional organizations, and enlisting local stakeholders
as significant strategies in influencing educational policy. Similarly, Daly (2011)
concurred with the idea that advocacy could be a learned skill, and he identified key skills
(strategies) necessary for successful advocacy for superintendents in influencing
educational agendas with external stakeholders. He identified clear and memorable
communication, building credibility, generating affinity, building relationships, preselling
ideas, and influencing others as the most important strategies to master. White et al.
(2016) identified 19 external strategies (see Table 1) to help district leaders contend with
groups and individuals who are outside of the local educational agency. Different
strategies may not be applicable in every situation. However, as district leaders hone
their political intelligence awareness and skills, developing insight about which strategies
to use and when will likely increase.
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Internal Strategies
Internal political strategies reflect behaviors that superintendents use with
stakeholders within their internal environment. Managing the internal environment may
be the most difficult because of controversy, conflict, or staff with difficult personalities
(White et al., 2016). Existing literature points to the importance of relationships between
the district leader and board (Bowers, 2016; Jackson, 2016; Jimenez, 2012; Scudero,
2019), styles of influence (Brouer, 2007; White et al., 2016), and organizational
structures to consider for success (Ackerman-Anderson & Anderson, 2010; Fairholm,
2009). Bredeson et al. (2011) noted that “successful leadership depends greatly on the
skill with which leaders adapt their practices to the circumstances in which they find
themselves, their understanding of the underlying causes of the problems they encounter,
and how they respond to those problems” (p. 20).
In support of literature that highlights the importance of relationships between the
district leader and board members, Scudero (2019) identified strategies superintendents
used to build trust with their board members. These strategies included leading strategic
discussions, making hard decisions, implementing governance activities to build trust,
developing norms and protocols, keeping commitments, being visible as a leader,
respecting board member voice, keeping board members informed, maintaining
transparency, honesty and accountability, listening, and building relationships based on
respect and rapport. Jackson’s (2016) findings mirrored strategies identified by Scudero,
which included building interpersonal relationships based on trust and communicating
regularly with board members. In addition, he identified “managing ego” as a significant
strategy for superintendents to build and maintain positive relationships with their board
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members. Bowers’ (2016) findings also included “managing ego” as an effective
strategy to support positive governance team relationships. Finally, White et al. (2016)
highlighted 18 internal strategies (see Table 1) that were identified to help the politically
intelligent leaders deal effectively with internal political situations.
Suburban Unified School Districts
The U.S. Census Bureau and the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
identifies four main types of school districts: city or urban, suburban, town, and rural
(EDGE, n.d.). Urban districts are inside an urban area and inside a principal city with the
city categorized as one of three sizes: large cities with more than 250,000 people; midsize
cities with 100,000 to 250,000 people; and small cities with less than 100,000 people
(EDGE, n.d.). A Suburban school district is identified as inside an urbanized area but
outside of a principal city. Suburban populations are categorized into three sizes: large
suburb with a population larger than 250,000 people; midsize suburb with a population
from 100,000 to 250,000 people; and a small suburb with a population less than 100,000
(EDGE, n.d.). Towns are inside an urban area and are defined by their distance from an
urbanized area (EDGE, n.d.). Rural districts are identified as in a census-defined rural
territory and are defined by the distance from urbanized areas and their distance from
urban clusters (EDGE, n.d.). While these are the four main types of school districts
according to the U.S. Census, this study focused on suburban school districts.
Suburban school districts have experienced significant changes in the last
2 decades (Holme, Diem, & Welton, 2014). Since 2000, the poverty levels in suburban
areas grew five times faster than it did in cities, resulting in one third of the nation’s poor
families residing in suburban areas by 2008 (Kneebone & Garr, 2010). Suburban school
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districts currently serve more students than any other type of census-defined school
district (Glander, 2016). As such, the likelihood of conflict between different interest
groups is substantially increased.
Bredeson et al. (2011) posited that the size of the school district and community
impacted different aspects of a superintendent’s work. They highlighted that
superintendents in smaller districts reported the need to be involved in all aspects of
leadership within their district. Superintendents in larger districts reported being more
focused on leading through others such as administrative cabinets and leader teams
(Bredeson et al., 2011; Finnan et al., 2015). Because of these differences, Bredeson et al.
(2011) found important distinctions in how superintendents developed relationships and
built trust with others in small and large districts. Finnan et al. (2015) and Kowalski et al.
(2010) reported that superintendents in larger districts expressed a greater level of
political activities around roles and responsibilities of the superintendent and governing
boards.
Superintendents recognized that the intensity of political action was associated
with district size (enrollment); though political action occurred across all districts, it was
reported more often by superintendents of large districts (Kowalski et al., 2010).
Differences in district size and geographical location may provide context for
discrepancies across districts, but it should be noted that all superintendents are faced
with pervasive social and institutional challenges regardless of size. Bredeson et al.
(2011) articulated that it is “not unreasonable to suggest that superintendents must
uniquely enact their roles in accordance with such contextual factors as district size,
community demographics, history, geography, and local political realities” (p. 5).
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Finally, organizational culture is also influenced by community and school district size
(Bredeson et al., 2011).
The position of superintendent is a functional role in public education.
Superintendents are the education leaders in their respective districts and communities.
As the leader, they are considered the liaison connecting the school district and the larger
community. Although the superintendent position may differ substantially from district
to district, general roles and responsibilities may share similarities according to district
size, location, and community demographics.
Gaps
Existing literature articulates the demand for superintendents to build strong
relationships with school boards but continuously fails to identify how superintendents
can overcome the difficulties of leading board trustees in effective relationships (Bowers,
2016; Jackson, 2016; Jimenez, 2012). Ferris et al. (2005) expressed the need to
understand how leaders use different political skills to influence others to discover how
they determine the most situationally appropriate influence tactics. In addition,
Leithwood, Mulford, and Silins (2004) highlighted the need to “develop leaders with
large repertoires of practices (strategies) and the capacity to choose from that repertoire
as needed, not leaders trained in the delivery of one ‘ideal’ set of practices” (p. 10).
While existing research has highlighted political strategies used by politically intelligent
leaders, there is an absence of research on how superintendents use these strategies with
different political styles of board members.
The political environment and the professional relationship between the
superintendent and school board are critical elements impacting district performance,

53

effective professional relationships, and cooperative decision-making. However,
superintendents and their governing board often perform at counterproductive purposes
(Bowers, 2016; Brierton et al., 2016; Brouer, 2007; Duffy, 2005). The superintendent’s
ability to exert a political style and skill set successfully is vital to managing a school
district and maintaining functional relationships with various groups in a school district,
particularly the school board (Bredeson et al., 2011; Jutabha, 2017; Muhammed, 2012).
Yet, recommendations for superintendents to build these skills are relegated to opinions
in professional manuals or field guides rather than research-based findings.
Summary
In summary, the research shows that the relationship between the superintendent
and school board members affects the effectiveness of the district as a whole. The
literature supports the idea that politically intelligent leaders possess characteristics and
the foundation for understanding how to utilize political strategies to move educational
initiatives and agendas forward. The literature speaks extensively to the demand for
superintendents to understand the importance of having political skills to effectively
manage a school district and establish and maintain positive relationships with school
board members.
To date, the literature does not identify political strategies that superintendents
can use with different political styles of board members to ensure their success in their
position. Examining how exemplary superintendents interact with specific political
styles of board members may provide insight to assist future and aspiring superintendents
in building and maintaining relationships with board members. This research provides
the opportunity to study exemplary superintendents’ use of political strategies in a
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working context of different political styles of board members that may provide insight
into the complex role of the suburban unified superintendent.
Chapter II provided a greater understanding of board-superintendent relationships.
It highlighted the complexity embedded in a conceptual relationship between two parties.
Researchers such as Bowers (2016) and Scudero (2019) determined essential skills that
foster positive working relationships between the collective governance team. However,
this study aimed to go a step further by seeking to understand and explain specific
political strategies used by superintendents with different political styles of individual
board members, furthering the contributions made by other researchers. Chapter III
contains the methodology for this study. It encompasses the rationale for a mixed
method inquiry, procedures for determining participants and gathering data, instruments
used to facilitate the process, and discussions pertaining to the validity and reliability of
the data gathered.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
This chapter outlines the sequential explanatory method used to explore political
styles and strategies of suburban unified district superintendents in Imperial, Orange, Los
Angeles, Ventura, San Diego, and Santa Barbara Counties. Specifically, the study
examined how these superintendents used strategies with different political styles of their
board members. This chapter begins with the purpose statement, research questions
studied, and the research design used to answer the research questions (Roberts, 2010).
The chapter includes sections that describe the population, sampling frame, and the way
the research sample was selected. Next, research instruments used in the study were
described, followed by an explanation of how the data were collected, organized, and
analyzed. Finally, the limitations of the study are outlined. The chapter concludes with a
summary of the methodology used in this study.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to
understand the political styles of superintendents and school board members as perceived
by superintendents. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to identify and explain
the political strategies superintendents use to work with the different political styles of
board members.
Research Questions
1. How do superintendents perceive their own political style and the individual styles of
their school board members?
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2. What are the strategies superintendents use to work successfully with the different
school board member styles?
Research Design
The researcher was part of a 10-member thematic research team whose work was
supervised by two professors who were very experienced in conducting mixed methods
research. The team selected an explanatory sequential mixed method study in which
quantitative questions were followed by qualitative ones (Creswell & Creswell, 2018;
Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Creswell and Plano
Clark (2018) articulated that mixed method research combines qualitative and
quantitative research approaches to increase breadth and depth of understanding and
enhance the corroboration of findings. Often, research questions posed necessitate
exploration and an explanation that draws from different data sources so new insight may
be gained from combining methods.
The advantage of the mixed method design for this study is threefold: it helps to
achieve the most accurate conclusion possible by using the results obtained from
quantitative methods to build a basis for results from qualitative methods; it obtains more
thorough outcomes by using both methods to get complementary results about different
aspects of a phenomenon; and it helps to develop the most effective and informed
conclusions by using information gathered through quantitative methods to explore how
the variables interact through qualitative follow-up (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Plano
Clark & Ivankova, 2016).
For this mixed methods study, quantitative data were gathered through a survey
followed by qualitative data using semistructured interviews. Creswell and Poth (2018)
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and Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) articulated the value of using both types of data to
produce a broader understanding of the topic of interest and that a combination of both
forms of data provides the most comprehensive analysis of complex issues. Information
collected in qualitative research can be compared and contrasted against the data
collected in the quantitative phase of the study.
Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) highlighted that applying theory can be useful to
focus the researcher’s attention when organizing quantitative results and corresponding
qualitative explanations. In this study, the White et al.’s (2016) The Politically Intelligent
Leader framework was used to guide the researcher in identifying relevant questions to
ask, variables and measures to aggregate, and potential relationships that should emerge
upon completion of the first phase (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The data in this
study were collected sequentially, with data obtained from superintendents using White et
al.’s (2016) goal allegiance and initiative framework being analyzed first followed by
face-to-face interviews. This allowed the researcher to draw conclusions based on the
initiative and goal allegiance information provided by superintendents and how specific
political styles are identified.
Ten peer researchers conducted this study, each with five superintendents across
different segments of the population and all using the same explanatory sequential mixed
methods methodology. In addition, the researcher collected artifacts, such as district
documents, newsletters, website postings, and also included observations of recorded
board meetings for each study participant to triangulate the data collection. Merriam and
Tisdell (2016) highlighted that such documents can provide insight into the phenomenon
being studied and afford the researcher an opportunity to learn more about the situation or
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person being investigated. Finally, Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) identified the
triangulation of data drawn from several sources as a credible validity strategy.
Quantitative Research Design
In quantitative research, researchers seek to collect and analyze data expressed in
scores or numbers to examine relationships between variables (Plano Clark & Ivankova,
2016). This study used a software application called SurveyMonkey
(http://www.surveymonkey.com). SurveyMonkey is an electronic survey with several
questions to generate responses from five superintendents about their perceptions of
political styles of their board members through the use of White et al.’s (2016) goal
allegiance and initiative model. Patten (2012) highlighted that quantitative research
could impact larger populations because of the ability to simultaneously administer
questionnaires to a significant number of participants. However, this survey was
administered only to the 50 participants of the 10 members on the research team, a
sample size that does not lend itself to generalization to large populations.
Qualitative Research Design
In qualitative research, researchers collect and analyze narrative data expressed in
images or words to explore individual experiences with a phenomenon. For this study,
qualitative research was conducted with five suburban unified district superintendents
through semistructured in-person interviews. By examining five suburban unified district
superintendents’ perspectives in an in-depth manner, greater understanding was attained
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The data were collected through semistructured, openended interview questions to reveal how superintendent leaders in suburban unified
districts perceive political styles of their board members and strategies used to work
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successfully with different political styles of their members of the board. The focus of
qualitative research is finding themes that emerge from participants’ responses.
According to Patton (2015), informed judgment is used by researchers to determine
significant and minor themes expressed by participants. Furthermore, Creswell and
Creswell (2018) described the process of coding themes to cultivate descriptions in the
qualitative data. Finally, conducting data analysis allowed the researcher to present the
study data in meaningful ways.
Population
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) highlighted that a population is a group of
individuals who share common characteristics based on specific criteria. The population
for this study was the 344 unified district superintendents in California (California
Department of Education, n.d.). As unified district superintendents in California, they
share common attributes as the leaders of their respective districts working directly with
their local school board members and internal and external stakeholders. They are all
charged with balancing the instructional, operational, and public relations of a district in a
political system of federal, state, and local constraints that have an impact on their
interactions and relationships with stakeholders.
Sampling Frame
The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, n.d.) described suburban
school districts as being located “outside a principal city and inside an urbanized area
with populations between 100,000 and 250,000 or more residents” (p. 1). Based on this
definition, NCES identified 309 suburban districts in California. For this study, six
counties were identified in the Southern California region including Imperial, Orange,
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Los Angeles, Ventura, San Diego, and Santa Barbara. The Southern California region
was selected to maximize the number of in-person interviews in the participants’ natural
setting, which is an essential element of the phenomenological research design
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
A sampling frame comprises individuals who conform to specific criteria and are
selected from the overall population of interest to the researcher and from whom a further
sample can be drawn (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). Conducting
surveys and interviewing all superintendents in California was not feasible because of the
expense, time, and geography. The sampling frame for this study was superintendents in
the six counties of Southern California, leading suburban unified school districts.
Study Sample
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined a sample as “the group of subjects
from which data are collected; often representative of a specific population” (p. 326). A
purposive sampling technique was used to collect data to answer the research questions.
In purposive sampling, the researcher selects subjects based on knowledge about the
topic and which subjects will exemplify the topic of interest (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). In educational research, nonprobability sampling is the most common sampling
type used (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). It involves recruiting participants who
epitomize specific characteristics rather than a random selection of a population. Another
type of nonprobability sampling is convenience sampling. Convenience samples are
widely used in quantitative and qualitative studies when trying to discern possible
relationships. Implementing convenience sampling allowed the researcher to make
generalizations about the research outcomes based on similar subjects who meet the
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sampling frame characteristics of the study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). According
to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), “Practical constraints, efficiency, and accessibility”
make convenience sampling a common technique used in qualitative research (p. 137).
For this study, participants were selected based on their location and availability and their
knowledge of the topic. See Figure 1 for the population.

Figure 1. Population, sampling frame, and sample.
To further delineate the sample, this study described behaviors of a group of
exemplary superintendents in suburban unified school districts and their insights of lived
experiences with different political styles of school board members. Exemplary
superintendents had a minimum of 3 years of experience as a superintendent in their
current district and were defined as those who met three of the following six criteria:
1. Exhibited evidence of positive governance team relationships;
2. Identified by county superintendent as exemplary in working with the board;
3. Identified by a panel of experts knowledgeable of work of superintendents;
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4. Received recognition as an exemplary superintendent by a professional organization
such as ACSA;
5. Received recognition by their peers; and
6. Participated in CSBA Masters in Governance training or other governance training
with at least one board member.
Selection Process of Study Participants
The sample used for this study consisted of five suburban unified district
superintendents in Imperial, Orange, Los Angeles, Ventura, San Diego, and Santa
Barbara Counties in Southern California. Creswell (2005) recommended a minimum
sample size between three and five for mixed methods research when the focus of the
research was on analyzing qualitative data. This smaller sample size provided valuable
information on this chosen topic (Myers, 2000). Further, the importance of this
purposive sample was in the depth of knowledge, perceptions, and experiences of
superintendents working with board members with different political styles. The
importance of the data emerges from the comprehensive qualitative data obtained rather
than the total number of participants in research (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The
researcher reviewed all school districts in these counties and identified a list of potential
participants who met delimiting factors of exemplary characteristics. The second process
used was to seek nominations of study participants meeting exemplary characteristics by
retired superintendents who are highly respected for their political acumen, are active in
the professional networks of superintendents, and are affiliated with a university as a
doctoral faculty or adjunct professor or who served as a mentor or consultant. Each
retired superintendent making recommendations for study participants was familiar with
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the work of superintendents in the sampling frame and was asked to identify
superintendents who met four of the seven criteria for exemplary suburban unified school
district superintendents. Identified superintendents who received recommendations were
contacted through published district contact information and asked to participate in the
study.
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) highlighted that the qualitative sample size
must be judged in context. Small, in-depth samples may provide a significant
understanding of the phenomenon being researched. As a collective team, thematic peer
researchers and university faculty advisors determined that a sample size of five
exemplary superintendents was appropriate to allow in-depth analysis of political styles
and strategies as experienced by the district leaders themselves.
Instrumentation
This mixed methods study instrumentation used both quantitative and qualitative
data analysis. A custom quantitative survey was designed by expert university faculty
members in partnership with the thematic team peer researchers (Appendices A and B).
Semistructured interview questions were amended from a pilot survey administered by
this researcher and nine other peer researchers on the thematic team. The mixed methods
approach provided breadth, depth, and credibility to the study through triangulation of
data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016).
Quantitative Instrumentation
The first instrument in the mixed method study was a highly structured survey
developed by university faculty advisors and revised in collaboration with the thematic
peer researchers (Appendix A). The use of surveys allows exploration of the
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participants’ first-hand experience (Horsburgh, 2003). The survey questions aligned to
White et al.’s (2016) politically intelligent leader framework to identify political styles of
the superintendent and board members. Quantitative surveys were used with the same
five suburban unified district superintendents selected to participate in the semistructured
interview process. Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) recommended using the same
individuals when the purpose is to relate the two sets of findings of a topic. The survey
was disseminated to study participants prior to their participation in face-to-face
interviews to introduce the definitions of the nine political styles and allow each
superintendent time and privacy to identify his or her own style and board member styles.
This allowed the study participant the opportunity to prepare more fully for the interview.
The superintendent’s self-perception and his or her perception of the board members’
styles were accepted and presumed as accurate.
Qualitative Instrumentation
The second instrument in the mixed methods study was an in-depth interview
script and questions (Appendix D). In qualitative research studies, interviews may be
used to tap into the personal knowledge of an individual or gather background
information (Harrell & Bradley, 2009). Open-ended interview questions were created to
elicit information on the lived experiences of exemplary suburban unified district
superintendents regarding political styles and strategies used to work with their board
members. Interview questions were created by expert university advisors in collaboration
with 10 peer researchers after a comprehensive literature review on the White et al.
(2016) framework of political intelligence and based on their inventory of political styles
(Appendix C). Interview questions were developed with study participants before the
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data collection phase and included open-ended and probing questions. The interview
questions were used as a guide for the researcher (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Semistructured interviews were designed to encourage the researcher and
participants to engage in a conversational interview (King, Horrocks, & Brooks, 2019).
Additionally, semistructured interviews allowed the researcher to gain insight by using
prompts, clarifying questions, and follow-up questions based on participants’ responses
to the interview questions (King et al., 2019). Interviews were considered a critical
aspect of this research study because they provide insight that cannot be attained through
survey methods. Face-to-face interviews provided an opportunity to gather in-depth
information about political styles and strategies, which are the central research questions
of this study. To prevent bias, the interviewer must maintain an objective presence and
allow the participant to share his or her experience in the most routine state possible.
In qualitative research, the researcher is considered the primary instrument. For
this reason, the validity of the method relies on the researcher’s skill and competence. To
address this limitation, the following steps were taken:
1. Before the actual study data collection, the researcher conducted a pilot interview with
a volunteer subject within the study sampling frame who met the sample criteria but
was not a part of the study sample. In addition, the researcher used a set of questions
to obtain feedback from the subject about the interview to ensure that the questions
addressed the topic clearly (Appendix D). The field-test interview was audio
recorded, and observation notes were taken.
2. Additionally, an expert observer who was experienced with qualitative research and
interviewing skills was present during the interview. The expert observer was asked
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to provide feedback regarding delivery, pacing, and body language to the researcher
(Appendix E). This process helped ensure that the researcher was aware of any
tendency to bias the outcome with interview style.
In addition, observational notes were used for the study. The researcher may take
observational notes of perceptions during each interview to increase the accuracy of his
or her interpretation of the interview results. The respondent can then read the
interpretations and provide written feedback to correct any misconceptions of responses.
Survey and Interview Protocol and Process
Potential study participants were contacted via telephone or e-mail at their place
of employment to ask for their involvement in the study (Appendix F). The purpose of
the research and potential benefits were explained, and the researcher answered any
participant questions. Once sampling frame prospects agreed to participate, interviews
were scheduled according to participant availability. Before each interview, the study
participant received five documents: the SurveyMonkey questionnaire (Appendix A), the
study participant interview questions (Appendix G), the BUIRB Research Participant’s
Bill of Rights (Appendix H), the informed consent and release for audio recording
(Appendices I and J), and an invitation to participate (Appendix F). Participants were
asked to complete and submit the SurveyMonkey questionnaire a minimum of 3 days
before the scheduled interview to allow the researcher time to review the survey and
determine the participant’s perception of political styles of self and individual board
members.
Interviews were conducted at a location selected by the study participant and were
recorded using audio recording software after an audio release was signed (Appendix J).
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The researcher used an interviewer copy of interview protocols to maintain consistency
for each interview. During the interview, the study participant had a copy of interview
questions and the White et al. (2016) political style matrix for reference (Appendices G
and C).
Validity
In research, validity refers to how well a scientific test or aspect of research truly
measures what it sets out to or how well it emulates the reality it claims to represent.
Roberts (2010) defined validity as “the degree to which your instrument truly measures
what it purports to measure” (p. 151). With surveys or tests, validity is determined by the
accuracy of the measurements. In other words, validity refers to the accuracy of the
assessment tool in measuring what it is trying to measure so the researcher can ensure the
findings of the study accurately respond to the research questions.
Content Validity
Content validity is the extent that the study instrument accurately measures the
elements of the research questions (Patton, 2015). In order to draw appropriate
conclusions based on data collected, a study must have content validity. Kimberlin and
Winterstein (2008) highlighted that content validity relies on field-expert knowledge and
judgement when reviewing the design and content of the instruments being used in the
study. Faculty advisors who assisted in the development and review of the instruments
are experienced superintendents, have worked with California School Boards Association
(CSBA) in board governance training, written and presented nationally on politics, and
have more than 50 years combined experience in research at the university.
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Triangulation of Data Collection
In qualitative research, validity corresponds to the dependability or
trustworthiness of the information being gathered and the ability to generalize the
findings to wider groups and circumstances (Golafshani, 2003). McMillan and
Schumacher (2010) recommended that multimethod strategies be utilized, which allows
for triangulation of data collection and analysis. Creswell and Plano Clark (2018)
highlighted that triangulation enables researchers to examine multiple sources of
information to determine whether there is convergence among the sources that point out
recurrent themes or categories in a study. Triangulation increases the validity of narrative
accounts because the researcher has utilized supplementary methods as evidence rather
than depending solely on the study participant’s narrative as the sole data point. Multiple
strategies were employed to increase the dependability of the information gathered in this
study, including the use of numerous researchers, multimethod strategies, and participant
review (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Multiple Researchers
A team of 10 researchers conducted field tests using the interview protocol
designed for the qualitative portion of the study. In addition, the interview protocol was
reviewed by the thematic team researchers along with expert faculty advisors. Finally,
the revised protocol was implemented by all 10 researchers. This process included
collaboration from peer researchers on variable definitions and defining criteria for
exemplary leaders and developing the interview questions.
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Quantitative Field-Testing
For quantitative aspects of the study, 10 thematic team researchers completed
field-testing of the pilot survey. Creswell and Creswell (2018) asserted that a wellconducted field test where rich information is gathered provides a foundation for a
successful study. Field-test participants were offered the same brief introduction,
questions, and demographic section of the survey. The researcher received responses via
the SurveyMonkey software application.
Feedback was solicited from field-test participants to assess the alignment of the
survey (Appendix K). This information was shared with thematic team researchers and
faculty, and the instrument was modified in response to feedback. The survey was
reviewed for clarity, reliability, and validity by faculty before redistribution to study
participants. All thematic team peer researchers used the final survey to conduct the
study with 50 California superintendents.
Qualitative Field-Testing
Patton (2015) identified the researcher as an essential instrument in qualitative
inquiry. He asserted that “the researcher’s background, experience, training, skills,
interpersonal competence, and how the researcher engages in the fieldwork and analysis
undergird the credibility of the findings” (p. 3). During this study, the researcher served
as a district administrator in a suburban unified school district in Southern California.
The researcher has significant experience with superintendent and board teams, so bias
was a potential element to consider. To moderate any possible or perceived researcher
bias during the field test, the researcher elicited input from an expert qualitative
researcher/observer who participated in a field test with the researcher. The expert
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observer provided feedback on aspects of the interview that could imply bias toward or
against any response (Appendix E). As a result of the experience, the researcher
increased mindfulness of interview pacing and nonverbal behaviors to reduce bias during
interviews with study participants.
Upon completion of the interview, the transcribed data were reviewed by the
field-test participant for further input. The field-test participant was afforded the
opportunity of determining whether the questions were valid or needed to be changed
(Appendix D). The researcher also solicited feedback on how the interview was
conducted and whether the participant felt that the researcher was able to elicit in-depth
answers to interview questions. Information received from field-test participants
included feedback regarding interview style and delivery and adherence to the interview
protocol. This feedback was intended as an informal conversation using structured
questions to clarify any outstanding questions. The researcher’s goal was to uncover any
questions that lacked clarity and to ensure enough time was provided for the interview.
Multimethod Strategies
Several types of data collection may be used in qualitative studies. Although the
primary method of data collection was the in-depth interview, multimethod strategies
provided the researcher an opportunity to review artifacts, notes, and observations for
each study participant to triangulate data from the in-depth interview. The use of
multiple researchers also supported triangulation as each researcher provides his or her
interpretation to data. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) highlighted that “different
strategies may yield different insights about a topic and may broaden the understanding
of the method and the phenomenon of interest” (p. 331).
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Participant Review
Each recorded interview was transcribed using “Temi” software. During each
interview, study participants were informed they would have the opportunity to review
transcripts and were asked for a preferred method of transcript delivery. Transcribed
interviews were then shared with the study participant for review. After review of the
transcribed interview, participants were asked to share any corrections with the researcher
within 7 days of the review. All transcripts were then analyzed and coded for themes.
Reliability
Research literature suggests that a study is considered reliable when data
collection, analysis, and results achieve consistency (Creswell, 2012; Patton, 2015;
Roberts, 2010). Patton (2015) highlighted the importance of testing research instruments
to ensure their ability to replicate similar results when used by different researchers. Pilot
testing an instrument allows researchers to identify any possible measurement errors and
make adjustments.
Internal Reliability
Ten thematic team researchers collaborated with university advisors on the
research questions, study variables, and the data collection instruments. Patton (2015)
asserted that multiple researchers on a team provide an avenue to triangulate research
data collection and analysis of findings. The potential for bias in data analysis is reduced
when several interviewers are utilized. For this study, university advisors collaborated
with the thematic research team on the semistructured interview instrument. All peer
researchers asked study participants the same questions using the standardized interview
protocol. Kimberlin and Winterstein (2008) identified pilot testing as an essential
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process in developing a reliable instrument. All 10 researchers used the following
process before finalizing the interview instrument:
1. Each thematic team peer researcher conducted a field-test interview with a participant
and an expert volunteer observer for a total of 10 pilot interviews being conducted for
this study. The field-test participant met the sampling frame criteria for each peer
researcher, and the expert observer was present during the interview to assess the
researcher for interviewing skills and study bias. The field test was audio recorded to
examine the pace of the interview and researcher use of probing questions.
2. Feedback was solicited from the field-test participant and the expert observer.
3. Feedback of the interview instrument was used to check the alignment of responses to
the research questions. The researcher discussed the feedback responses to each fieldtest question with the thematic team and university faculty and made revisions to the
instrument. The revised instrument was collectively implemented by the 10 peer
researchers.
External Reliability
External reliability refers to the extent to which the results of a study can be
generalized. For the qualitative aspect of the study, generalization was not a concern
because participant and researcher interactions and behaviors during interviews may
differ and are unpredictable. This unpredictability makes qualitative data difficult to
replicate (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Intercoder Reliability
Intercoder reliability is a crucial component for qualitative research. It is the
extent of agreement between two or more coders on coding for content using the same

73

coding model. In this study, nine additional peer researchers used the same study
purpose, research questions, variable definitions, and instrumentation. This allowed all
10 peer researchers to discuss their perceptions of the emerging phenomenon during data
analysis. In addition, a peer researcher analyzed 10% of the coding from this study and
reached 86% consistency on the coding of the study’s themes (Patton, 2015). The peer
evaluator coding procedure was compared with the researcher’s coding process to
increase precision in coding procedures and to enhance intercoder reliability.
Data Collection
Data were collected through two instruments: an electronic survey for quantitative
data collection and face-to-face interviews for qualitative data collection. Data collection
was conducted after the researcher received BUIRB approval and completed certification
from the National Institutes of Health (Appendix L) for the protection of human research
participants used in this study. The researcher stored all electronic data from each
interview on a dual authentication password protected computer. In addition, field notes
taken during and after the interviews were secured in a locked cabinet at the researcher’s
residence.
Quantitative Data Collection
A professionally reviewed survey instrument was used to collect quantitative data.
The survey was administered to five exemplary suburban unified district superintendents.
An online software program called SurveyMonkey was used to distribute the survey. The
SurveyMonkey account was password protected, and all survey responses were kept
confidential. Each potential participant received a participation request e-mail, which
included the purpose of the study along with a confidentiality clause and the
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SurveyMonkey link. In addition, the Informed Consent clause (Appendix I) was included
at the beginning of the survey, and all participants were asked to provide consent.
Finally, participants were required to digitally acknowledge informed consent of the
study before beginning the study and before being able to open the survey link.
Qualitative Data Collection
A peer-reviewed interview guide of questions was utilized to collect qualitative
data. Each interview was digitally recorded, and audio recordings were stored on a
private computer with dual authentication password protection used exclusively by the
researcher. Field notes taken during and after the interviews were secured in a locked
cabinet at the researcher’s residence. Before each interview, the study participant was
provided three documents: a participant copy of interview questions (Appendix G), the
BUIRB Research Participants Bill of Rights (Appendix H), and an informed consent and
audio recording release (Appendices I and J). The documents were provided for study
participants’ review to support their understanding of the study and to garner consent
prior to the interview. Once study participants reviewed all documents and provided
written consent, the researcher conducted an interview utilizing an interview guide with
open-ended questions created by expert university professors. In addition, general
probing questions were included for the researcher’s use if more detail was needed during
interviews to clarify a participant response or to gather more information (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).
Interviews were conducted in-person and were audio recorded using a digital
recording software application. The audio file produced by the digital recording
application was transcribed using a digital transcription application. In addition, the
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researcher also took observation notes during or immediately following interviews.
When the researcher received all five transcripts of the interview sessions and after
review by the interview participants, the transcripts were reviewed for common themes.
Themes were then coded and analyzed using a web-based data analysis software program
called NVivo.
Finally, field notes were utilized to support information shared during face-to-face
interviews. Field notes allow a researcher to document the study participant’s nonverbal
behaviors that are expressed during the interview. Observations documented during the
interview session may serve as additional data points to support the triangulation of
research data. According to Patton (2015), data that are observed describe “in depth and
detail the observed setting, the activities that took place in the setting, the people who
participated in those settings, and the meanings of what was observed from the
perspectives of those observed” (p. 332).
Data Analysis
This mixed methods study employed sequential quantitative and qualitative data
analysis. The quantitative data were collected and analyzed followed by face-to-face
interviews. Once both research methods were completed, the data were then analyzed to
examine the findings of the study. Integration in this explanatory sequential study
involved bridging the quantitative results with the results of the follow-up qualitative
data. This plan included asking what study variables needed further investigation based
on the survey results and how the qualitative results explained and extended specific
quantitative results.
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As highlighted earlier, triangulation is the rationale that has been applied to the
mixed methods research approach to this study. As Onwuegbuzie and Combs (2011)
explained, this methodology is used when researchers wish to compare findings from the
quantitative research with qualitative results. In the case of this study, there was one set
of quantitative results, which reflected the answers from the surveys the study
participants took. There was one set of qualitative results, which consisted of coded
responses from the face-to-face interviews that were conducted. The researcher
performed an analysis of the quantitative results first to inform the qualitative research
findings.
Quantitative Data Analysis
The quantitative data were obtained by administering an electronic survey to five
superintendents who met the exemplary criteria for a total of five surveys collected per
peer researcher and who agreed to participate in the study. Descriptive statistics were
then used to answer Research Question 1:
How do superintendents perceive their own political style and the individual
styles of their school board members?
Participants completed the questionnaire before participating in face-to-face
interviews. The results from the statistics obtained through the survey were analyzed
using descriptive statistics.
Qualitative Data Analysis
Data collected from face-to-face interviews and researcher notes were analyzed
by the researcher. Creswell (2008) outlined a sequential process of organizing and
preparing the data, reading and reviewing the data, and then coding the data. In
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alignment with the process outlined by Creswell, the researcher transcribed the audio
recordings and then organized and prepared the data. An alignment table for research
questions, data, and analytical techniques is highlighted in Appendix M. The audio
recordings were transcribed using a computer software application program called Temi.
Following transcription, written interview transcripts were shared with each study
participant to review for accuracy in content and context. In addition, the researcher
organized all field notes. After thorough organization of the data, the researcher
examined and analyzed all the data elements using NVivo computer software to gather a
preliminary list of themes and patterns. The data were then formally coded to identify
trends, concepts, themes, and assertions (Patton, 2015).
Coding for this study involved three primary steps:
1. Each code identified was scanned for themes. Specifically, the researcher reviewed
the nine political styles identified by White et al. (2016) and identified the descriptive
words that defined analyst, adaptor, supporter, planner, balancer, developer,
challenger, arranger, and strategist in alignment with the theoretical framework used in
this study.
2. The frequency of identified codes was determined. The frequency of the codes was
one measure of a developing theme.
3. The codes were organized into meaningful themes.
Next, the researcher analyzed the data using the codes, frequencies of codes, and
themes to gain an understanding of how superintendents use specific strategies to work
with different political styles of board members to ensure successful governance
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relationships. Once themes and patterns were identified, the research was then connected
back to Research Question 2:
What are the strategies superintendents use to work successfully with the different
school board member styles?
When data analysis was complete, the results from the quantitative survey were
integrated with responses from qualitative interview questions.
Limitations
Limitations restrict the generalizability of the study and are influences outside the
researcher’s control (Patton, 2015; Roberts, 2010). Each study has elements that induce
limitations. The limitations of this study were the small sample size, time, geographic
restrictions, and instrumentation.
Sample Size
Five suburban unified superintendents participated in this mixed methods study.
Utilizing a small sample for data collection limits how results can be generalized to the
overall population and is a limitation of this study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Although
Creswell (2005) recommended a minimum sample size between three and five for mixed
method research when the focus is on analyzing qualitative data, superintendents in this
study represented a small population of suburban unified superintendents in Southern
California. To mitigate this limitation, nine other peer researchers used the same research
purpose, research questions, methodology, and instruments with different superintendent
sampling frames which collectively yielded a larger sample for this thematic study.
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Time
Time was a limitation to this study. Because of the breadth and depth of the
study, data gathering was conducted in two phases. Superintendent participation in both
data collection methods required a commitment of time. Because of impacted daily
schedules and significant work tasks, the survey and interview results were dependent on
the conditions during which the participant completed each task. Specifically, in-person
interviews were limited to approximately 60 minutes, which may have restricted the
depth of the participant response to interview questions because of time constraints.
Geographic Restrictions
Because of the geographical size of the state of California and the number of
suburban unified school districts located within the state, the researcher limited the
participants. Because of researcher time and resource constraints, the sampling frame
was narrowed to six counties in Southern California including Imperial, Orange, Los
Angeles, Ventura, San Diego, and Santa Barbara. This limited the generalization of
findings to exemplary suburban unified superintendents in the sample population. This
geographical restriction allowed the researcher to conduct in-person interviews with
study participants in a reasonable period of time.
Instrumentation
Limitations were noted on the quantitative and qualitative instruments utilized in
this study. The quantitative survey asked participants to self-identify their political style
and the styles of their board members. This limited the data to the study participants’
perceptions of their board member styles. In addition, participants completed the online
survey on their own, outside of the control of the researcher. As a result, the researcher
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relied on participant understanding of instructions and seeking clarification if needed. By
utilizing online surveys, the researcher was able to maximize the time that participants
needed to complete the surveys by utilizing e-mail responses and thereby minimizing the
time limitation noted earlier.
In qualitative studies, the researcher is identified as the instrument (Patton, 2015),
which leads to potential bias (Creswell, 2009). The researcher served as a district
administrator working with superintendents and their respective board members in a
suburban unified district setting. To mitigate the potential for bias, the researcher
conducted in-person interviews and participants were afforded the opportunity to review
interview transcripts for accuracy and neutrality.
Summary
This study utilized a mixed methods approach. The design was that of an
explanatory sequential study. Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected and
analyzed to understand the strategies that exemplary superintendents use to work
successfully with different board member styles. This chapter opened with the study’s
purpose statement, research questions, and research design. Next, the population,
sample, instruments used for data collection, data collection methods, and methods of
data analysis were examined. The study was conducted using both quantitative survey
data and qualitative interview data. The purpose statement and research questions were
analyzed and explored using data collection and analysis. Finally, potential limitations
concluded the chapter. This study was conducted with suburban unified district
superintendents while another nine peer researchers used the same methodology and
instruments with different superintendent sampling frames to conduct similar studies.
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Through the thematic study, the goal was to identify and explain strategies exemplary
superintendents use to work successfully with different board member styles.
Additionally, the analysis of data also included examining superintendent
perceptions of different political styles of board members. With the collective efforts of
the peer researchers, this thematic study may generate an understanding of how political
strategies are used by superintendents to create successful governance teams. Chapter IV
outlines the descriptions of both the quantitative and qualitative analysis followed by the
results of the research findings. Chapter V provides an analysis of the data, the
significant findings, conclusions, and recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
This explanatory sequential mixed methods research study explored political
styles of exemplary suburban unified superintendents and their school board members.
In addition, this study identified strategies these superintendents use to work successfully
with different board member political styles. The quantitative section of this study
surveyed suburban unified superintendents on their political styles and their board
members and allowed the researcher to give the results some numerical descriptors. The
qualitative section of this study utilized interview questions to go into greater depth and
expand upon the initial findings of the quantitative survey and described strategies
suburban unified superintendents perceive as the most effective for working with
different board member political styles. This chapter begins with the purpose statement,
research questions, and a brief review of the methodology and data collection procedures
used in this study. This is followed by a review of the population, sample, and a brief
description of the demographic data of the exemplary suburban unified superintendents in
the study. The chapter then explores the research methods used and discusses the datacollection procedures. The data collected from the quantitative survey addresses
Research Question 1 and is presented in table format and then discussed in narrative
form. The data collected from the qualitative interviews address Research Question 2
and are presented in a narrative format, including direct quotes from exemplary suburban
unified district superintendents during interviews, observations, and artifacts. Chapter IV
concludes with a summary of key findings.

83

Purpose Statement
The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to
understand the political styles of superintendents and school board members as perceived
by superintendents. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to identify and explain
the political strategies superintendents use to work with the different political styles of
board members.
Research Questions
1. How do superintendents perceive their own political style and the individual styles of
their school board members?
2. What are the strategies superintendents use to work successfully with the different
school board member styles?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
An explanatory sequential mixed methods research methodology was used to
answer the research questions. Creswell and Creswell (2018) highlighted that an
explanatory sequential mixed methods study is a powerful research methodology because
“the integration of qualitative and quantitative data yields additional insight beyond the
information provided by either the quantitative or qualitative data alone” (p. 4). This
study used both quantitative and qualitative data to enrich the reader’s understanding of
the strategies suburban unified superintendents use to work with the different board
member styles.
Survey and Interview Data Collection
Study participants completed a highly structured survey collaboratively developed
by peer researchers and faculty advisors. The use of the survey allowed study
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participants to identify their political style and the perceived political styles of their board
members. The survey questions aligned with White et al.’s (2016) Politically Intelligent
Leader framework. The survey instrument (Appendix A) also asked the study
superintendent to share demographic information. Quantitative surveys were used with
the same five suburban unified district superintendents selected to participate in the faceto-face interview process. Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) recommended using the
same individuals when the purpose was to relate the two sets of findings.
Upon completion of the electronic survey, each participant in the research study
participated in a face-to-face interview and was asked the same questions using scripted
interview prompts from the Interview Protocol (Appendix B) developed by faculty
advisors in collaboration with thematic peer researchers. The Interview Protocol
included questions related to each political style studied: Analyst, Adaptor, Supporter,
Planner, Balancer, Developer, Challenger, Arranger, and Strategist. All interviews were
conducted in person at locations determined by the study participants. Each interview
lasted between 55 and 70 minutes. The average interview length was 60 minutes. Upon
completion of both the quantitative and qualitative measures, the data were then
interpreted to ensure the strength and consistency of the data (Patton, 2015).
Other Data Collection Sources
Multimethod strategies allowed the researcher to triangulate the data from the
interviews with observations and artifacts. A total of five observations were conducted in
public settings, one for each study superintendent. Each observation involved
interactions between superintendents and their local boards of education during regularly
scheduled board meetings. The observation format included in-person, video, or audio
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and was determined by the recommendation of content from the study superintendent.
The length of time for each observation ranged from 45 minutes to 65 minutes with an
average observation lasting 55 minutes.
In addition, artifacts were collected firsthand from each study participant and
included governance handbooks and governance team protocols and norms. Five
artifacts, one from each study superintendent, were coded and tabulated as part of the
frequency total in the data tables. Ten additional artifacts were reviewed to support
information shared in interviews and observations although they were not included in the
coding process. Data extracted from the artifacts allowed the researcher to connect
consistencies between interviews, observations, and artifact content related to this study.
Population
The research population for this study included 944 superintendents of
elementary, high school, and unified districts in the state of California. The research
population for this study was narrowed to the 309 suburban unified superintendents of the
309 suburban unified school districts in the state of California as of the 2018-19 academic
school year (California Department of Education, n.d.). From this population, the
sampling frame was further narrowed to include suburban unified district superintendents
located in six Southern California counties of Imperial, Orange, Los Angeles, Ventura,
San Diego, and Santa Barbara. There are 82 unified school districts within these
counties, each of which is assumed to have a superintendent (California Department of
Education, n.d.). The projected sampling frame for this study was 82 suburban unified
district superintendents located in the six identified counties in Southern California.
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Sample
The sample used for this study consisted of five suburban unified district
superintendents in Imperial, Orange, Los Angeles, Ventura, San Diego, and Santa
Barbara Counties in Southern California. Creswell (2005) recommended a minimum
sample size between three and five for mixed methods research when the focus of the
research was on analyzing qualitative data. This smaller sample size provided valuable
information on this chosen topic (Myers, 2000). Further, the importance of this
purposive sample was in the depth of knowledge, perceptions, and experiences of
superintendents working with board members with different political styles. The
importance of the data emerged from the comprehensive qualitative data obtained rather
than the total number of participants in research (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The
researcher reviewed all school districts in these counties and identified a list of potential
participants who met delimiting factors of exemplary characteristics. The second process
used was to seek nominations of study participants meeting exemplary characteristics by
retired superintendents who are highly respected for their political acumen, are active in
the professional networks of superintendents, and are affiliated with a university as a
doctoral faculty or adjunct professor or served as a mentor or consultant. Each retired
superintendent making recommendations for study participants was familiar with the
work of superintendents in the sampling frame and was asked to identify superintendents
who met criteria for exemplary suburban unified school district superintendents.
Exemplary superintendents had a minimum of 3 years of experience in their current
district and met three of the following six criteria:
1. Exhibited evidence of positive governance team relationships;
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2. Identified by county superintendent as exemplary in working with the board;
3. Identified by a panel of experts knowledgeable of work of superintendents;
4. Received recognition as an exemplary superintendent by a professional organization
such as ACSA;
5. Received recognition by their peers; and
6. Participated in CSBA Masters in Governance training or other governance training
with at least one board member.
Identified superintendents who received recommendations were contacted
through published district contact information and asked to participate in the study.
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) highlighted that the qualitative sample size must be
judged in context. Small, in-depth samples may provide a significant understanding of
the phenomenon being researched. As a collective team, thematic peer researchers and
university faculty advisors determined that a sample size of five exemplary
superintendents was appropriate to allow in-depth analysis of political styles and
strategies as experienced by the district leaders themselves.
Demographic Data
The study participants were all identified as exemplary suburban unified
superintendents. A total of five exemplary superintendents was selected and met a
minimum of four criteria. Table 2 identifies the study participant match by criteria, and
Table 3 highlights the demographics for each exemplary suburban unified
superintendent. No superintendent names or district information were identified in this
study.
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Table 2
Exemplary Criteria: Suburban Unified Superintendents
Criteria

Supt 1

Supt 2

Supt 3

Supt 4

Supt 5

Exhibited evidence of positive
governance team relationships
Identified by county superintendent as
exemplary in working with the board
Identified by a panel of experts
knowledgeable of work of
superintendents
Received recognition as an exemplary
superintendent by a professional
organization
Received recognition by their peers
Participated in Masters in Governance
training with at least one board member

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

Ö

√
√

√
√

√

√

√
√

√
√

√
√

All superintendent study participants exceeded the exemplary criteria established
by thematic team peer researchers as highlighted in Table 2. Two superintendents met all
criteria. One superintendent met five out of six criteria, and two participants met four
criteria.
Table 3
Study Participant Demographic Data
Demographic
Gender
Age
Years of experience in
current position
Total years of service as
supt. in any district
Education degree
Governance training
Board election method

Supt 1
M
51-60
7
7
Ed.D.
External
training
At large

Supt 2
M
51-60
9
13

Supt 3
F
51-60
3
6

Supt 4
M
51-60
10
10

Supt 5
F
51-60
5
5

Ed.D.
CSBA

Ed.D.
CSBA

Ed.D.
CSBA

Ed.D.
CSBA

By area

By area

At large

At large
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Table 3 summarizes the demographic data collected from each study
superintendent. Two of the participants were female and three were male. All
participants were identified between 51-60 years of age. All participants were in their
current position for a minimum of 3 years. The average time the five participants served
as a superintendent in any district was 8.2 years. All participants hold a doctorate degree
from an accredited institution. All participants reported participating in governance
training. Four study participants identified using the California School Boards
Association (CSBA) governance training, and one study superintendent reported using an
external consultant. Two participants disclosed that their board members are elected by
trustee area and three participants reported at-large elections for board members.
Presentation and Analysis of Data
The data for this study were presented and analyzed by research question. The
quantitative survey addressing Research Question 1 was presented and analyzed first.
Descriptive data collected from the survey were analyzed to determine the mean and
mode for superintendent and perceived board member political styles. Analysis of the
data provided information about the self-identified political styles of exemplary suburban
unified superintendents and their perceived board member styles.
The qualitative portion of the interviews addressing Research Question 2 were
reviewed several times to uncover themes and patterns. In addition, transcripts of each
interview were reviewed and approved for content and accuracy by study
superintendents. The interview responses were then coded using NVivo software for
computer-aided analysis of data. Themes that highlighted political strategies were
identified from coding of the interview data. The strategies were organized according to

90

the frequency of responses by the exemplary suburban unified superintendent
participants. Analysis of the codes and frequencies of codes determined the strength of
each theme.
Reliability
To ensure reliability, observation and artifact data were used to triangulate data
collected from the in-depth interviews. In addition, a peer researcher was selected to
check the coding on one interview to ensure consistency and accuracy of
themes. Intercoder reliability is a method of demonstrating “good qualitative reliability”
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 202). Interrater reliability occurs when the researcher and
a third-party coder have an agreement level of 80% or higher in their coding (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018; Patton, 2015). The peer researcher independently coded 10% of the
generated data with an overall 86% agreement using NVivo coding comparison criteria.
Quantitative Data Results
The first research question asked, “How do superintendents perceive their own
political style and the individual styles of their school board members?” The theoretical
definition of political style is the way one’s values, character, and beliefs are manifested
into actions and behaviors to influence others and achieve desired outcomes. It is the
way in which a leader uses power to engage with individuals, groups, and circumstances
(DeLuca, 1999; Grenny et al., 2013; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2005; White et al., 2016). The
operational definition of political style includes the combination of an individual’s
commitment to organizational interests versus self-interests and the level of initiative and
energy he/she devotes to pursuing those interests as identified in the White et al. (2016)
Politically Intelligent Leader framework. Finally, thematic peer researchers collectively
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developed operational definitions for each political style identified by White et al. (2016)
and included the definitions in the survey to ensure a common understanding of each
political style. It is in this context that both the quantitative and qualitative data were
analyzed.
The survey data results for Research Question 1 were broken down into the
political styles of the White et al. (2016) Politically Intelligent Leader framework (Table
4). The initiative continuum included Passive, Engaged, and Assertive and the goal
allegiance continuum included Self-Interest, Blended-Interests, and Organizational
Interests. The results were compiled and analyzed. The data analysis is summarized in
Tables 4 and 5.
Table 4
Superintendent Summary Data Table using White et al. (2016) Framework
Goal/initiative Self-interests

Blended interests

Organizational interests

Assertive
Engaged
Passive

Arranger
Balancer
Adaptor

Strategist
Developer
Supporter

Challenger
Planner
Analyst

20% (1)

60% (3)
20% (1)

As noted in Table 4, three study participants identified as Strategist and one
identified as a Developer. This translated to 80% of study superintendents selfidentifying as primarily focusing on organizational interests. The final study participant
self-identified as a Balancer. This style is exemplified by having a blended interest,
which includes self-interest along with organizational interests. All study
superintendents identified as engaged or assertive with 60% identifying their level of
initiative as assertive.
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After identifying their own political style, study superintendents identified the
perceived political styles of their board members. Table 5 summarizes superintendent
perceptions of board member political styles.
Table 5
Superintendent Perceptions of Board Member Political Styles
Goal/initiative Self-interests

Blended interests

Organizational interests

Assertive
Engaged
Passive

Arranger
Balancer
Adaptor

Strategist
Developer
Supporter

Challenger 8% (2)
Planner
Analyst
8% (2)

28% (7)
16% (4)
8% (2)

16% (4)
16% (4)

Each superintendent in this study worked with five-member board of education
teams so there was a total of 25 board members included in this study. As indicated in
Table 5, 52% of board member political styles identified by superintendents in this
research study encompassed blended interests while 32% of political styles of governance
teams were identified with organizational goal allegiance. The most common political
styles identified were Arranger (28%), Balancer (16%), Developer (16%), and Supporter
(16%). The remaining 16% was identified with self-interest with two board members
identified as Challengers and two identified as Analysts. Houston & Eadie (2007)
highlight that politically intelligent superintendents view the board as his or her
preeminent partners leading the school district. Overall, 36% of board members were
identified as exhibiting an assertive initiative style; 32% exhibiting an engaged initiative
style; and 32% presenting a passive initiative level. Superintendents did not classify any
of their board members as Planners (0 %) or Strategists (0%). A summary of the political
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styles of board members as perceived by each study superintendent is highlighted in
Table 6.
Table 6
Summary of Board Member Styles by Study Participant

1

1

1

2

1

3

2

4

2

5
Totals

1

1

2 (8%)

7 (28%)

1

1
1

2
0% (0)

Supporter

1

1

0 (0%)

Adaptor

Analyst

Balancer

Planner

2

Passive styles
Developer

Engaged styles

Strategist

Arranger

Challenger

Study participant

Assertive styles

1

1

4 (16%)

4 (16%)

2
1

1
1
2 (8%)

2 (8%)

4 (16%)

The seven Arranger board members were identified by four different study
superintendents, as highlighted in Table 6. Two of the five superintendents classified two
board members as Challengers. Study Superintendent 5 described the highest variety of
board member political styles as she identified each board member as exhibiting a
different political style. Study Superintendent 2 perceived no board members with an
assertive style. Overall, study superintendents identified board member styles as 36%
assertive, 32% engaged, and 32% passive for this study.
Qualitative Data Results
Thematic peer researchers developed an interview protocol (Appendix B) in
collaboration with expert university advisors to answer the central research question:
What are the strategies suburban unified superintendents use to work successfully with
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the different board member styles? Coding of interview data, observations, and artifacts
resulted in the identification of 66 themes with 849 frequencies used by suburban unified
superintendents to work successfully with different board member styles. Figure 2
depicts the number of themes that emerged for different political styles identified by
study superintendents.

Figure 2. Themes for political strategies with each board member style.
Themes describing the political strategies used by superintendents were identified
for seven political styles described in the White et al. (2016) Politically Intelligent Leader
framework. No themes were noted for Strategist and Planner board member styles since
study superintendents did not identify any board members with these styles as
represented in Figure 2. The Arranger style had the most themes identified with a total of
11 themes. The styles with the next highest number of themes were Challenger (10) and
Balancer (10), followed by Supporter (9), Developer (9), Adaptor (9), and Analyst
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(7). Once themes were identified for the political strategies used for each political style,
transcribed interviews, observations, and artifacts were reviewed to determine the
frequency of each theme. Table 7 highlights the frequency of identified themes.
Table 7
Frequency of Themes Related to Strategies Used for Each Political Style
Political style

Themes of strategies

Number of sources

Frequency

Arranger

11

11

141

Challenger

10

10

108

Balancer

10

10

97

Supporter

9

9

91

Developer

9

9

88

Adaptor

9

8

55

Analyst

7

7

56

Table 7 highlights that strategy themes for the Arranger style had the highest
number of sources with a total of 11 and a frequency of 141. This is consistent with the
Arranger style having the highest number of themes for political strategies as noted in
Figure 2. Themes with the highest political strategy frequencies and sources in
descending order were Arranger (11) with a frequency of 141 from 11 sources,
Challenger (10) with a frequency of 108 from 10 sources, Balancer (10) with a frequency
of 97 from 10 sources, Supporter (9) with a frequency of 91 from nine sources,
Developer (9) with a frequency of 88 from nine sources, Adaptor (9) with a frequency of
55 from eight sources, and Analyst (7) with a frequency of 56 from seven
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sources. Presentation of data for strategies used for each board member style will be
discussed in descending frequency order.
Political Strategies Used with Board Member Styles
As noted previously, superintendents used operational definitions developed by
thematic peer researchers to identify their perceived political style for each board
member. Based on these perceptions, superintendents were asked to share descriptions of
each board member’s style and the strategies they used with that particular
style. Observations and artifacts were used to triangulate interview data. Strategy
effectiveness was determined by assessing which themes were referenced at least 12
times by a minimum of two superintendents and were supported by at least one
observation or artifact.
Strategies for arranger political style. Arrangers use a political style in which
they are assertive in pursuing their goals that are a blend of both organizational priorities
and their own self-interests. They build a power base by connecting with many
people. Arrangers will take risks to advance their goals and are strategic in combining
resources (DeLuca, 1999; Effelsberg et al., 2014; White et al., 2016). During the process
of coding, 11 strategies emerged that study superintendents used with board members
exhibiting an Arranger political style as identified in Table 8.
The theme agenda linking was highlighted 27 times and was used in the highest
number of sources with a total of 11. Problem-solving, the next highest referenced
strategy, had nine sources for the Arranger political style. Political vision, win-win, and
working the community were referenced 15 times. The themes building trust (10),
empowering others (9), and floating the idea (7) were noted in order of descending
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frequency and number of sources. The final three themes counting votes (6), building
networks (5), and using the accordion process (2) had the lowest frequencies.
Table 8
Strategy Themes for Arranger Style

Theme
Agenda linking
Problem-solving
Political vision
Win-win
Working the
community
Build trust
Empower others
Float the idea
Count votes
Build networks
Accordion
process

Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifact
sources

Total
sources

Frequency

4
3
2
1
2

4
3
2
2
4

3
3
3
3
0

11
9
7
6
6

27
30
15
15
15

3
2
2
2
2
1

0
3
2
1
0
0

3
1
1
0
1
1

6
6
5
3
3
2

10
9
7
6
5
2

Total

141

Effective strategies for arranger political style. During interviews, superintendents
were asked about strategies used to work effectively with board members with an
Arranger political style. Study superintendents highlighted the top five strategies
identified in Table 8 as the most effective strategies working with the Arranger board
member style with assertive initiative and blended organizational interests, including
problem-solving, agenda linking, political vision, win-win, and working the
community. The problem-solving strategy was mentioned seven times in one interview,
four times in a different interview, and three times in a third interview. Study
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Superintendent 5 described how she helped an Arranger board member work through a
scheduled board agenda item using problem-solving:
I will say, “Well, what if this were to happen”? So that my Arranger board
member can imagine that somebody may come up with a left field idea. We talk
through each scenario so we can minimize that impulsive and often aggressive
response.
The strategy of problem-solving was also noted during an observation of a board
meeting. Study Superintendent 4 had the staff pull an agenda item that included
recommending a technology position connected to a grant because of board member
disagreement. Study Superintendent 4 reported that he would have staff research and
answer board questions and bring the item to a future board meeting.
Study Superintendent 3 highlighted actions taken to support a board member
request to postpone a board action item using a win-win strategy:
My board member said, “I can’t support this action item now because [particular
issue] is coming up.” So, I said, “Okay, it’s no problem, we can move this board
agenda item. I think it may fit better in January and we can pass that policy in
January”.
Study Superintendent 3 highlighted her strategy for working the community when
supporting a board member on an agenda item:
My Arranger board member called and said they were getting a lot of pushback
from her constituents. So, I let her know that staff will pull the item. Sometimes
staff will pull items and then we will have to go back and educate or meet with a
group of people to help educate them.
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Although agenda linking was mentioned in most sources, the strategy was
mentioned on fewer occasions in different interviews. Study Superintendent 2 mentioned
agenda linking 5 times during the interview and shared the following example:
I just keep telling, especially Board Member 1, who’s really the only athlete on
the board, you know, BM1, that means that if I’m a water polo player, I can’t go
to that school because it won’t have that sport available if you push this particular
issue. If [name of school] does not have any sports, as recommended by staff,
students will be able to play their sport of choice at a different campus while
attending the magnet school.
Ineffective strategies for arranger political style. As part of the interview protocol,
each study superintendent was asked to identify strategies that were not effective with
Arranger board member styles. Study superintendents identified using indirect
communication and sharing preferences (bias) as ineffective strategies with Arranger
board members. Study Superintendent 5 shared her opinion on showing bias with her
Arranger board member:
I have to be very careful to check my bias at the door. I clearly have an opinion.
I’m a human being, I have an opinion. And so, it does not work well when my
bias is evident, whether it is aligned with theirs or not.
Study Superintendent 3 highlighted sharing preferences (bias) as an ineffective strategy:
Offering my recommendation is fine, but I can’t come in with a bias towards
something. My board member has to be able to arrange things, let them do what
they need to do.
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In addition, one artifact explicitly highlighted avoiding bias. The governance document
in Study Superintendent 1’s district stated,
As the members of the [District 1] Unified School District Board of Education,
we will base our decisions upon available facts, vote our convictions, avoid bias,
and uphold and support the decisions of the majority of the Board once a decision
is made.
Study Superintendent 4 articulated that using indirect communication was not
effective with his Arranger board member when working through conflicts with other
board members. During the interview, Study Superintendent 4 stated,
I tried to just give him hints so he would understand how his actions were
impacting the other board members and I figured that he would get it and come
around. I learned very quickly that it just doesn’t work with Board Member 1
[Arranger].
Strategies for challenger political style. Challengers are characterized by selfinterest, assertive behavior, and confidence in their own vision, ideas, and goals, which
inspires a strong desire to lead and make decisions quickly. Challengers see themselves
as movers and shakers, efficient, politically strategic, aggressive, and willing to confront
the views of others in an attempt to influence outcomes (DeLuca, 1999; Jasper, 1999;
Meyer et al., 2005; Polletta, 2004; White et al., 2016). During the process of coding, 10
themes regarding strategies emerged that study superintendents used with board members
exhibiting a Challenger political style and are identified in Table 9.
The theme including all sides was highlighted 23 times and was used in the
highest number of sources with a total of 5. Knowing each decision maker’s agenda was
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Table 9
Strategy Themes for Challenger Style

Theme
Include all sides
Know each
decision maker’s
agenda
Agenda linking
Win-win
Be open to their
ideas
Count your votes
Chits
Coalition building
Do your homework
Build networks

Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifact
sources

Total
sources

Frequency

2
2

1
0

2
2

5
4

23
15

2
2
2

0
0
0

2
1
0

4
3
2

14
14
10

2
2
1
2
2

1
0
0
0
0

0
0
0
1
0

3
2
1
3
2

8
7
7
6
4

Total

108

the next highest theme referenced by study superintendents with a frequency of
15. Agenda linking (14) and finding win-win opportunities (14) rounded out the top
strategies used with Challenger board member styles. Themes of being open to their
ideas (10), counting votes (8), using chits or leverage (7), and coalition building (7) were
noted in descending order of frequency and number of sources. The final two themes of
doing your homework (6) and building networks (5) were mentioned and had the lowest
frequencies.
Effective strategies for challenger style. Study superintendents highlighted the top
four strategies identified in Table 9 as the most effective strategies working with the
Challenger board member style with assertive initiative and self- interests, specifically
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include all sides, know each decision maker’s agenda, agenda linking, and win-win.
Include all sides was a strategy mentioned five times in one interview, and three times in
a second interview. Study Superintendent 5 shared an example of how she includes all
sides with her Challenger board member:
You want to make sure that students are learning about values, Great. I’ll tell you
how we, as a staff intend to do that. Then I will also have conversations with all
five board members. I will say, “One of our governance team members has
shared a recommendation that we do X. And so, I wanted to kind of check in,
what’s the perspective?” “Let’s do a temperature check” and I share all
information with all board members.
This strategy include all sides was observed in a board meeting with Superintendent 1. In
the meeting, the Challenger board member discussed taking steps to apply for a grant that
would designate district funds and staff allocations for a specific program. Study
Superintendent 1 brought other board members into the discussion to include all sides in
the following interaction:
Thank you [Challenger Board Member] for your comments on the Career
Technical Education grant opportunity. I think it would be appropriate to hear
from all members of the board before asking staff to commit to the grant. If there
is support from all members of the board to have district staff gather more
information, we can agendize the topic at a future board meeting to discuss the
costs and benefits.
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In addition, the strategy includes all sides was highlighted in a governance artifact from
Study Superintendent 1’s district. The model standard of practice included the following
statement:
Board members of the [District 1] Unified School District recognize that authority
rests only with majority decisions of the Board and will make no independent
commitments or take any independent actions that may compromise the Board as
a whole.
In a different interview, Study Superintendent 5 shared an example of agenda
linking when asked to move an agenda item to open session:
If I put this agenda item in open session, then you are going to have four of your
colleagues on our governance team that are going to be really upset with you
personally because they will lose face in public. I have to protect them so that
they don’t lose face. And then I will have to protect you because you have made
a promise that is contradicting our shared commitments. So, how do we do that?
Study Superintendent 1 identified integral ways to link agendas with Challengers when
possible to effectuate desired outcomes. He described how he linked his Challenger
board member’s need to feel heard on changes to multiple board policies with
streamlining the board policy revision process:
My Challenger board member was very frustrated because he felt like he was
never heard and he wanted his colleagues to agree on his recommended changes
to board policies. I had an interest in streamlining the revision process and I
thought he [Challenger] actually had a good idea about the process. So, I worked
behind the scenes so other board members would support the changes. In the end,
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the board agreed to change the revision process and to some of the board policy
changes.
Ineffective strategies for challenger style. As part of the interview protocol, study
superintendents were asked to identify strategies that were not effective with Challenger
board member styles. Study superintendents identified using power to direct and
allowing too much flexibility as ineffective strategies with Challenger board
members. Study Superintendent 5 shared an example of using power to direct not
working when engaging with her Challenger board member:
If there are times I may be short on time or just say, “no, not happening” or “look,
we are not going there,” it comes back to bite me every single time. My
Challenger board member automatically takes that as a power challenge and that
has proven to not be super successful.
Study Superintendent 1 mentioned allowing too much flexibility as an ineffective strategy
with his Challenger board member. He stated, “being too flexible does not work with my
Challenger. He sees flexibility as weakness and this exacerbates his aggressive
personality.”
Strategies for balancer political style. Balancers blend self and organizational
interests. Focused on the prevention of disequilibrium, Balancers use their knowledge of
the organization’s culture to diplomatically shift their support when needed to maintain
stability, harmony, and equanimity (Sheehan, 1989; White et al., 2016). During the
process of coding, 10 themes emerged for strategies study superintendents used with
board members exhibiting a Balancer political style as identified in Table 10.
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Table 10
Strategy Themes for Balancer Political Style
Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifact
sources

Total
sources

Frequency

Include all sides
Meet their needs
Conflict strategies
Know each
decision maker’s
agenda

4
3
4
3

1
1
0
1

2
1
2
1

7
5
6
5

22
15
12
12

Win-win
Do your homework
Use norms
effectively

3
3
1

0
0
0

2
1
3

5
4
4

11
8
7

Political vision
Be open to their
ideas

1
2

0
1

2
0

3
3

4
3

Empower others

1

0

1

2

3

Theme

Total

97

The theme of include all sides was highlighted 22 times and was used in the
highest number of sources with a total of 7. Meet their needs was the second highest
theme referenced by study superintendents with a frequency of 15. Conflict strategies
(12), know each decision maker’s agenda (12) and win-win (11) were the top referenced
strategies that study superintendents used with Balancer board member styles. Themes
do your homework (8) and use norms effectively (4) were noted in descending order of
frequency and number of sources. The final three themes use political vision (4), be open
to their ideas (3) and empowering others (3) had the lowest frequencies.
Effective strategies for balancer style. As noted in Table 10, study superintendents
identified the top four strategies include all sides, meet their needs, use conflict
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strategies, and know each decision maker’s agenda for Balancer board members who
exhibit a blend of self and organizational interests. Study Superintendent 2 highlighted
the strategy include all sides during a board discussion at a recent board meeting:
My Balancer board member was being persistent during an action item
discussion. She needed to process whatever the request was. But she recognized
that once all members weighed in and she considered the possibility and the
disagreement, she shrugged and conceded.
During a different interview, Study Superintendent 3 shared a similar example of
including all sides:
The Balancer board member has a tendency to react very quickly. She’s highly
intelligent and a high achiever. She is passionate about specific things and did not
agree with a district recommendation. I explained to her why we wanted to do it
and shared consequences of inaction. And then by the end, my Balancer
supported the district after hearing her colleagues even though she was not happy
about it.
In addition, the strategy include all sides was highlighted in a governance artifact in
Study Superintendent 1’s district. The model standard of practice included the meeting
norm of, “Making sure each Board member’s voice is heard.”
Study Superintendent 2 shared the strategy meet their needs and win-win when
working with his Balancer board member on a solar panel project:
Board Member 5 [Balancer] doesn’t like the aesthetics of the solar project so she
keeps chirping. She’s the Balancer. She doesn’t let go of the importance of
landscaping with the solar project. So, when we talk about carports, we also have
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to talk about the opportunity for planting. We take her into account. As a staff,
we know we are going to tickle her agenda and we have to provide a way for her
to get what she’s looking for. So, our buildings look better and our grounds look
better because landscaping is important to her.
The solar panel project was discussed during the board meeting that was observed by this
researcher. As mentioned in the Study Superintendent 2 interview, the Balancer board
member publicly mentioned the importance of landscaping as part of each phase of the
project following the project update presentation by district staff. In response to the
Balancer board member, Study Superintendent 2 implemented the strategy of meeting the
board member’s needs by highlighting plans to landscape areas with newly installed solar
panels.
As an example of using conflict strategy of smoothing, Study Superintendent 5
shared helping a board member work through her disagreement on a particular staff
recommendation:
I keep her priorities and interests in mind. So, even if I am not going to
recommend taking action on a particular issue in a way that meets her needs, I
talk with her about when and where that will happen.
Study Superintendent 5 explained her conflict strategy using dialogue when helping to
resolve a board member’s conflict with another board member. Study Superintendent 5
stated,
And so, making sure my Balancer board member doesn’t assume something
erroneously because she disagrees with another board member, I help her work
with questions rather than statements. I will often model this with this board
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member. Instead of saying, I’m giving a position, I’ll ask a question to elicit
dialogue and I will spend a lot of time just asking questions so this board member
can also think the thought all the way out.
Finally, the strategy do your homework was highlighted in a governance artifact
for Study Superintendent 5. The governance document for Study Superintendent 5
included the following statement:
We recognize the importance of being prepared includes asking most questions in
advance to clarify agenda information because it enables us to be prepared to
discuss, deliberate, and avoid surprises. Therefore, it is preferable to contact the
Superintendent with agenda questions at least two (2) days prior to meetings.
Ineffective strategies for balancer style. During each interview, study
superintendents were asked to identify strategies that were not effective with Balancer
board member styles. Study Superintendents identified forcing the issue and discounting
as ineffective strategies with Balancer style board members. As an example of forcing
the issue, Study Superintendent 5 stated,
If I were to speak up and call this person out in a closed session conversation or
whatnot, it would not go well. Because that’s not where that person’s comfort
level is. Usually, we will establish some sort of routine and I always follow the
same routine. If I forced the issue, that person would, perhaps, be less than
truthful because they don’t want to show their cards yet.
Study Superintendent 2 highlighted discounting as an ineffective strategy:
Discounting her and her ideas does not work. She’s going to be persistent
because she believes it is important, not just to her, but for the organization. I
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have to process whatever her request or decision is. If her colleagues weigh in
and there’s disagreement, she shrugs and goes with the rest of the board.
Strategies for supporter political style. Supporters are characterized as riskaverse, selfless, and passive devotees, backers, or advocates of the organization’s visions
and goals. Supporters seek harmony and hesitate to take sides, make decisions, and
provide resources that align with the organization’s goals (CSBA, 2016; DeLuca, 1999;
White et al., 2016). During the process of coding, nine themes emerged regarding
strategies that study superintendents used with board members exhibiting a Supporter
political style and are identified in Table 11.
Table 11
Strategy Themes for Supporter Style
Interview
Sources

Observation
Sources

Artifact
Sources

Meet their needs
Superordinate goal
Problem-solving
Approval of power
structure

3
2
2
3

1
2
2
1

1
3
1
1

5
5
5
5

25
15
13
9

Simple messages
Build trust
Do your homework
Use norms
Many messengers

3
2
2
2
2

1
0
1
0
1

1
1
1
1
0

5
3
4
3
3

8
6
4
8
3

Theme

Total

Total
Sources Frequency

91

The theme meet their needs was highlighted 25 times and was used in the highest
number of sources with a total of 5. Superordinate goal was the second highest theme
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referenced by study superintendents with a frequency of 15. Problem-solving (13) and
approval of power structure (9) were the top referenced themes that study
superintendents used with Supporter board member styles. The themes using simple
messages (8), build trust (6) and do your homework (4) were noted in descending order of
frequency and number of sources. The final two themes use norms (8) and use many
messengers (3) had the lowest frequencies and number of sources.
Effective strategies for supporter style. During interviews, superintendents were
asked about strategies used to work effectively with board members with a Supporter
political style. As identified in Table 11, study superintendents highlighted meeting their
needs (25), superordinate goal (15), and problem-solving (13) as the top three effective
strategies when working with Supporter board members who exhibit passive initiative
and organizational interests. The strategy meet their needs was mentioned three times in
one interview. Study Superintendent 3 shared an example of meeting their needs:
Board members hate not being in the know. They are political people that are
appointed or elected by the people. So, they themselves, don’t want to look
uneducated or uniformed. I work very hard making sure they have information,
they are informed.
Study Superintendent 2 shared a similar example of this strategy:
My Supporter board member is always very supportive of staff
recommendations. She wants to be on the side of the district. She wants to be an
advocate for the district. She’s the only one without a college degree so she feels
less prepared. I make sure I give her information so that she’s ready to participate
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in the conversation. She just needs reassurance more than anything else, but she
needs to feel prepared for a vote or a conversation.
During a different interview, Study Superintendent 5 shared an example of problemsolving when her Supporter board member invited exchange students to visit without
including the superintendent on planning. The study superintendent shared,
My Supporter board member expects me to be supportive of this other agency that
is hosting the exchange students. So, I’ll have to say, “I totally understand this is
really important to you. Here’s some parameters. Help me prioritize what’s
important.” I can’t just shut this board member down. But on the other side, this
is hugely inconvenient so they need to know not to do this again. I need some
lead time on requests like this.
Finally, the superordinate goal strategy was referenced in multiple
artifacts. Governance documents from Study Superintendents 1, 2, and 5 articulated the
most important purpose of the board was to accomplish their identified district vision and
mission.
Ineffective strategies for supporter style. Study superintendents were asked to
identify strategies that were not effective with Balancer board member styles. Study
superintendents identified using chits or leverage and discounting as ineffective strategies
with Supporter style board members. As an example of using chits or leverage, Study
Superintendent 2 stated, “She doesn’t react well when somebody kind of makes her feel
like she owes them or that they know best. That does not go well.” As an example of
discounting, Study Superintendent 3 stated, “Board member 1 [Supporter] doesn’t
respond well if she feels her voice or opinion is not being heard or doesn’t hold the same
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weight as other board members because of her perceived lack of experience on a
particular topic.”
Strategies for developer political style. Developers work behind the scenes to
coach or challenge others to build skills that can positively advance organizational
interests to which they are fully committed. Developers exhibit a high level of selfawareness of their own knowledge and skill (DeLuca, 1999; Goleman, 2000; Rath, 2007;
White et al., 2016). During the process of coding, nine themes emerged regarding
strategies study superintendents used with board members exhibiting a Developer
political style and are identified in Table 12.
Table 12
Strategy Themes for Developer Style
Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifact
sources

Total
sources

Frequency

Agenda linking
Use norms
effectively

2
1

2
1

3
4

7
6

21
16

Empower others
Coalition building
Win-win
Be open to their
ideas

3
3
2
2

2
2
3
1

2
2
1
0

7
7
6
3

14
13
12
11

Know each
decision maker’s
agenda

2

2

1

5

5

Float the idea
Include all sides

2
1

2
0

0
2

4
3

6
7

Theme

Total

105

113

The strategy agenda linking was highlighted 21 times and was used in the highest
number of sources with a total of seven. Use norms effectively was the second highest
strategy referenced by study superintendents with a frequency of 16. Empower others
(14) and coalition building (13) were the top referenced strategies that study
superintendents used with Supporter board member styles. Strategies of win-win (12), be
open to their ideas (11) and know each decision maker’s agenda (5) were noted in
descending order of frequency and number of sources. The final two strategies float the
idea (6) and include all sides (7) had the lowest frequencies.
Effective strategies for developer style. Superintendents were asked about strategies
used to work effectively with board members with a Developer political style. As noted
in Table 12, study superintendents highlighted agenda linking (21) and use norms
effectively (16) as the strategies used most frequently when working with a Developer
board member who exhibits engaged initiative and organizational interests. The strategy
agenda linking was mentioned three times in one interview. Study Superintendent 4
shared an example of agenda linking:
This particular board member really wants to build something. They have all the
legacy pieces. This board member goes beyond himself and thinks about how the
district fits into the community. So really developing those community
relationships is important. We need to get involved in that. We need to get
engaged; we need to support those community relationships because we rely on
the community to support us.
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During another interview, Study Superintendent 5 shared an example of agenda linking
strategy when working with her Developer board member who is supporting a
community event:
My Developer board member is very supportive of a particular community event.
There will be students participating in this community event, but it is not a district
event and it’ll be in a public park. I have to work through how to help my
Developer with details of the event because it’s important to him and it supports
the district’s connection to the community.
The strategy use norms effectively was highlighted in artifact sources from Study
Superintendents 2, 3, 4, and 5. Each artifact had norms outlined for board members
visiting school sites. The governance document for Study Superintendent 4 outlined best
practice:
Board members are encouraged to visit school sites and observe instructional
activities, events and programs. As a courtesy to the school, Board members
should contact the principal’s office and the Superintendent prior to the visit. The
purpose of a Board member’s visit is generally to observe and be educated, and
not to investigate or give direction to personnel. The Superintendent will ensure
principals and teachers know that a teacher does not need to interrupt his or her
lesson when a Board member visits a classroom.
Additionally, the governance artifact Study Superintendent 2 highlighted using norms
effectively on the topic of parent and/or staff complaints:
The Board and Superintendent are committed to having parent and/or staff
concerns handled at the lowest possible level in the organization. When someone
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shares a concern with a Board member, he/she will listen carefully, and then
direct that person to the appropriate staff member or refer the parent or staff
concerns to the Superintendent. The Superintendent will follow up in a timely
manner and provide information back to the Board members on the status of the
concern.
Ineffective strategies for developer style. Two study superintendents who identified
board members on their governance team as Developers identified devaluing or shutting
them down as ineffective strategies. Study Superintendent 5 stated, “What doesn’t work
is devaluing their idea or shutting it down and putting a really firm line between school
and district business.”
Strategies for adaptor political style. Adaptors are pragmatists who generally
support organizational changes and team decisions, provided they do not perceive
personal risk. An Adaptor is one who presents a passive, cooperative political style
balanced between self-interest and organizational interests (Bobic et al., 1999; Church &
Waclawski, 1998; Kirton, 1976; White et al., 2016). During the process of coding, nine
strategies emerged that study superintendents used with board members exhibiting an
Adaptor political style as identified in Table 13.
The theme of building trust was highlighted 12 times and was used in the highest
number of sources with a total of four. Using conflict strategy of smoothing was the
second highest theme referenced by study superintendents with a frequency of 10. Do
your homework (8) and use norms (6) were the top referenced themes that study
superintendents used with Adaptor board member styles. Themes of be open to their
ideas (4), praise and recognition (6) and create a benevolent environment (5) were noted
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in descending order of frequency and number of sources. The final two themes many
messengers (3) and broken record (2) had the lowest frequencies.
Table 13
Strategy Themes for Adaptor Style
Interview
Sources

Observation
Sources

Artifact
Sources

Build trust
Conflict strategy of
smoothing

2
2

0
0

2
1

4
3

12
10

Do your homework
Use norms
Be open to their
ideas

2
1
2

0
0
0

1
2
1

3
3
3

8
6
4

Praise and
recognition

1

0

1

2

6

Create a benevolent
environment

1

0

1

2

5

Many messengers
Broken record

1
1

0
0

0
0

1
1

3
2

Theme

Total
Sources Frequency

Total

56

Effective strategies for adaptor style. The most frequently noted strategy for
Adaptor board members was building trust. This strategy was mentioned six times in one
interview. During the interview, Study Superintendent 2 shared an example of the
strategy of building trust with an Adaptor board member by saying, “He knows that I will
make sure he knows which way the wind is blowing before we get to the [board] meeting
so it makes him comfortable and it reassures me that he’ll be predictable.” A few
minutes later, this same superintendent shared, “I stay in touch with him and make sure
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he knows what is happening and make sure I answer the questions he has.” In addition,
this strategy is outlined in a governance team artifact that states,
As members of the [district name] Unified School District Board of Education,
we will work to build trust between and among Board members and the
Superintendent by treating everyone with dignity and respect, even in times of
disagreement.
Study Superintendent 1 described how he used the conflict strategy of smoothing
with his Adaptor board member who was struggling with not being able to attend district
events because of scheduling conflicts:
My secretary called me and said she talked to my Adaptor board member and she
didn’t sound good. Based on all the pictures posted by other board members on
their Facebook pages, I knew exactly what it was about. I called my Adaptor and
she mentioned being troubled by not being able to attend recent district events. I
reminded her that she has always shared the “heavy lifting” of attending different
events and district meetings. I reminded her she doesn’t need to be everywhere.
At the end of our conversation, she was doing much better.
Ineffective strategies for adaptor style. Study superintendents identified surprising
the Adaptor board member as an ineffective strategy. Study Superintendent 2
commented:
Board Member 1 [Adaptor] doesn’t react well to surprises. None of them like
surprises, but he really doesn’t. He wants to think about things and if I don’t give
him a long runway before we ask him to vote, he will wonder what other groups
will say.
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Strategies for analyst political style. Analysts are passive and oriented toward
self-interest over organizational interest. They are primarily focused on tasks over
relationships and will seek evidence, proof, and detailed analysis before risking a change
(Bolman & Deal, 1991; Boulgarides & Cohen, 2001; DeLuca, 1999; Rowe &
Boulgarides, 1992; White et al., 2016). During the process of coding, seven themes
emerged that study superintendents used with board members exhibiting an Analyst
political style as identified in Table 14.
Table 14
Strategies Used with Analyst Style

Theme
Use concrete
examples
Meet their needs
Link agendas
Build trust
Broken record
Many messengers
Use chits or leverage

Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifact
sources

Total
sources

Frequency

2

2

1

5

22

2
2
2
1
1
1

2
0
0
0
1
0

0
1
1
0
0
0

4
3
3
1
2
1

12
7
6
5
4
3

Total

59

The strategy use concrete examples was highlighted 22 times and was used in the
highest number of sources with a total of 5. Meet their needs was the second highest
referenced strategy by study superintendents with a frequency of 12. Link agendas (7)
and build trust (6) were the top referenced strategies that study superintendents used with
Analyst board member styles. Strategies of many messengers (4), and broken record (5)
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were noted in descending order of frequency and number of sources. The final strategy
using chits or leverage (3) had the lowest frequency.
Effective strategies for analyst style. As noted in Table 14, the most frequently
noted effective strategies were use concrete examples and meet their needs. Study
Superintendent 3 shared an experience of using concrete examples with her Analyst
board member to ensure accurate information was being shared:
One time in public session, Board Member 5 quoted the wrong
law. Unfortunately, I had to point that out because otherwise he was going to
mislead the public to thinking we were violating Education Code or law. I said,
“Unfortunately you are wrong about the code you are reporting out” and I shared
the correct code.
Study Superintendent 4 highlighted using concrete examples with her Analyst board
member by stating, “I just keep showing my evidence, keep showing my Analyst board
member data that specifically answers his questions.” The strategy use concrete
examples was observed during a board meeting in which this superintendent used specific
data in a presentation to answer his Analyst board member’s question:
I want to highlight information found on page 5 of the presentation packet we
received for tonight’s presentation on the Bond proposal to answer your question
Mr. [Analyst Board member]. Page 5 highlights specific statistics based off the
younger generations, ages 18 to 26. I think this information is what you are
looking for.
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Superintendents also identified meet their needs as an effective strategy with
Analyst board members. Study Superintendent 4 described how he meets the needs of
his Analyst:
With my Analyst, it’s just about getting the information. I just feed him more
data, more information. He just takes all the information in. If he sees the logical
nature of why things are the way they are, he’s fine with that.
Ineffective strategies for analyst style. Study superintendents identified not
communicating or not being available as ineffective strategies for Analyst board
members. Study Superintendent 3 commented, “What doesn’t work is noncommunication or not being available. When my Analyst board member needs an
answer, she really needs the answer. Otherwise, she will start acting out in other ways.”
Strategies Used With All Political Styles
Coding of interview data, observations, and artifacts resulted in the identification
of additional themes regarding strategies used with all political styles. These themes
consisted of nine additional strategies with 213 frequencies used by suburban unified
superintendents to work successfully with all board member political styles and are
identified in Table 15.
The theme of understanding roles was highlighted 50 times and was used in the
highest number of sources with a total of 12. The second highest theme was build
relationships. This theme was referenced 37 times and was highlighted in 11 sources.
Shared commitments were referenced in a total of 10 sources and was highlighted 34
times. Give them credit was referenced 22 times while visibility with constituents and
working the community were referenced 16 and 15 times respectively. The theme no
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surprises (14), know the community (14), and predicting outcomes (11) were noted in
order of descending frequency and number of sources.
Table 15
Strategy Themes Used for All Board Member Styles
Interview
Sources

Observation
Sources

Artifact
Sources

Understand roles

5

2

5

12

50

Build relationships

5

1

4

10

37

Shared
commitments

5

0

5

10

34

Give them credit
Visibility with
constituents

4
4

4
2

0
5

8
11

22
16

Governance training

5

0

5

10

15

No surprises
Know the
community

5
4

0
2

5
0

10
6

14
14

Predict outcomes

5

0

0

5

11

Theme

Total
Sources Frequency

Total
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Effective strategies for all political styles. During interviews, superintendents
were asked about strategies used to work effectively with all board members. As
depicted in Table 15, study superintendents highlighted the top four strategies with the
highest frequencies as the most effective strategies working with all board member styles
irrespective of initiative and allegiance, including understanding roles, building
relationships, shared commitments, and giving board members credit. The strategy of
understanding roles was mentioned by every study superintendent, with one
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superintendent mentioning the strategy 10 times during a single interview, and another
superintendent mentioning it seven times in one interview. Study Superintendent 5
described an example of the strategy of understanding roles:
I have five favorite board members and this is their house and they’ve hired me to
house sit and provide my professional expertise and recommendations. So, I
share with them regularly that I believe they have hired me to give them
recommendations and to provide guidance and to watch over all the work of the
district.
Study Superintendent 2 highlighted his strategy of articulating his understanding roles
with his board members:
I’m pretty respectful of their role in being the owners of the district. But I’m the
GM [General Manager] you brought in to run the team. So, if you don’t want me
to run the team, I can go run another team. But while we are on the same team,
you decide the “what” and I work out the “how”.
Study Superintendent 1 stated, “My board is pretty good at knowing what the board role
is and what is the staff role and we all stick to that.”
The strategy build relationships was also mentioned by every study
superintendent as the foundation of working with his or her governance team and was
included in almost every governance document artifact. Study Superintendent 1 was very
succinct when describing relationships as the foundation for being successful with his
board in his statement, “Getting to know them as people is critically important. It’s all
about relationships. Relationships are the foundation of our success as a team.” Study
Superintendent 4 supported the theme of relationships, especially with newly elected

123

board members. He stated, “And with a new board, I’m finding that we all just need time
to sit and talk. You know, establish the personal connection and build relationships.
Those relationships are really important.” Study Superintendent 5 highlighted the
importance of “getting to know your board members as people first so you understand
what makes them tick.” Finally, the strategy build relationships was explicitly
highlighted in four governance documents. The governance document in Study
Superintendent 5’s district included the statement, “The superintendent and Board
members are committed to open and respectful dialogue with one another is a continuing
effort to strengthen working relationships within the team.”
As an example of giving them credit, Study Superintendent 5 shared, “I’m only as
successful as my board is and as everyone else in the organization. And so, I give the
credit to them, always the credit goes to them.” This strategy was observed during a
board meeting observation when Study Superintendent 5 was sharing her comments at
the end of the board meeting:
I enjoyed hearing from students this evening who participated in the [District]
study abroad program this summer. I want to thank our board of education for
supporting this program. This is an outstanding experience for students and it is a
reflection of your collective dedication to our students and community.
The strategy of shared commitments was highlighted in all five governance
artifacts. The shared commitments and understanding roles strategies are outlined in a
governance document for Study Superintendent 1:
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The shared commitments serve as our tools to strengthen the capacity of the
leadership team as we engage in constructive and positive interactions grounded
in a mutual understanding of our respective roles and responsibilities.
A governance document from Study Superintendent 1’s district simply stated the shared
commitment as, “It is our shared commitment to place the interests of students above all
others in every decision that we make.” One final notable shared commitment was
highlighted during an interview when Study Superintendent 1 talked about attending the
CSBA Annual Conference:
We have a shared commitment that we all go together. All five board members
and I go every year. And they are all there on Thursday night because Thursday
nights is when I take them out to dinner. All six of us go to dinner and break
bread as a collective group.
Four out of five superintendents identified that ensuring board members were
visible with their constituents as an effective strategy. Study Superintendent 3 described
her practice of making board members visible at public events:
I’ll have board members stand up and take credit at a public event. You have to
be okay with that because you understand their role. They are elected by the
public and if you want them to come back, then you have to help them look good
and give them the public appearance they need so the public is confident in them
and trusts them so they can get reelected.
Visibility with constituents was also noted in governance document artifacts. A
governance protocol from Study Superintendent 3 stated,
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Board members will be introduced at all school and district events unless they are
attending only as a parent or spectator. When in doubt, the administrator in
charge will ask the Board members if they wish to be introduced.
Ineffective strategies with all styles. All study superintendents identified
devaluing in one form or another as an ineffective strategy for all board members. Study
Superintendent 5 highlighted the collective sentiment of the group:
What doesn’t work is devaluing time and energy board members put into their
position. They are elected or appointed and represent constituents in our
community.
Key Findings
After the interviews, observations, and artifacts were transcribed and coded for
themes, 13 key findings emerged regarding the political styles of exemplary suburban
unified superintendents and the strategies they use to work successfully with the different
perceived board member styles. Quantitative data provided information regarding the
superintendent’s perceived political style and their perceived board member styles. Key
findings identified from the qualitative data were determined by assessing which themes
were referenced at least 12 times by at least two superintendents and were supported by
at least one observation or artifact. A summary table of the strategies study
superintendents perceived as the most effective with differing board member styles is
shown in Table 16. Superintendents did not classify any of their board members as
Planners or Strategists and therefore do not identify any strategies. The strategies that
were lacking are listed as “Not Applicable”, or N/A, in Table 16.
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Table 16
Summary of Strategies Perceived as Most Effective for Different Board Member Styles

Initiative
Assertive

Engaged

Passive

Goal allegiance

Political
style

Strategy

Frequency

Self-interest

Challenger

Include all sides
Know each decision
maker’s agenda
Agenda linking
Win-win

23
15
14
14

Blended
interests

Arranger

Agenda linking
Problem-solving
Political vision
Win-win

27
30
15
15

Organizational
interests

Strategist

N/A

N/A

Self-interest

Planner

N/A

N/A

Blended
interests

Balancer

Include all sides
Meet their needs
Know each decision
maker’s agenda2
Agenda linking

22
15
15
12

Organizational
interests

Developer

Agenda linking
Empower others
Coalition building
Win-win3

21
14
13
12

Self-interest

Analyst

Use concrete examples
Meet their needs

22
12

Blended
interests
Organizational
interests

Adaptor

Build trust

12

Supporter

Meet their needs
Superordinate goal
Problem-solving

25
15
13

Study superintendents identified assertive board member styles of Arranger and
Challenger having the most effective strategies with the highest frequencies noted in
parentheses. The top Arranger strategies included agenda linking (27), problem-solving
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(30), political vision (15), and win-win (15). The top four Challenger strategies were
identified as include all sides (23), know each decision maker’s agenda (15), agenda
linking (14), and win-win (14). Engaged board member styles Balancer and Developer
included strategies with the next highest references. The top four Balancer strategies
were identified as include all sides (22), meet their needs (15), know each decision
maker’s agenda (15), and agenda linking (12). The top four Developer strategies
included agenda linking (21), empower others (14), coalition building (13), and win-win
(12). Finally, effective strategies with passive board member styles of Supporter,
Analyst, and Adaptor were listed in descending order. The top three strategies for
Supporter included meet their needs (25), superordinate goal (15), and problem-solving
(13). The top two strategies for Analyst included using concrete examples (22) and meet
their needs (12). Finally, the top strategy for Adaptor was to build trust (12).
Based on the research, the following major findings were identified.
Key Findings: Superintendent Political Styles
1. Superintendent study participants identifying as primarily focused on organizational
interests (Strategist, Developer) represented 80% of political style frequencies, and the
interests were referenced by four superintendents.
2. Superintendent study participants identifying their level of initiative as assertive
(Strategist) represented 60% of all initiative frequencies and depicted three
superintendent participants.
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Key Findings: Board Member Political Styles
3. Superintendent study participants identified 52% of board member political styles as
encompassing blended interests (Arranger, Balancer, Adaptor) as referenced by four
(80%) superintendents.
4. Board members identified as exhibiting an assertive initiative style (Arranger,
Challenger) represented 36% of all political style characteristics for board members as
referenced by four (80%) superintendents.
Key Findings: Strategies for Specific Board Member Styles
5. Superintendents identified strategies for the Challenger board style with the second
highest themes (10) and second highest frequencies (108) although Challenger board
styles only accounted for 8%, or two board members, in this study.
6. The strategies include all sides and know each decision maker’s agenda were
perceived to be effective with Challenger and Balancer styles as referenced by four
(80%) study superintendents who had board members with these styles.
7. Study superintendents perceived meet their needs as an effective strategy for Balancer,
Analyst, and Supporter board styles as referenced by five (100%) superintendents.
8. Study superintendents perceived agenda linking and win-win strategies as effective
with Challenger, Arranger, Balancer, and Developer styles as referenced by four
superintendents (80%) and identified in three artifacts.
9. The strategy of problem-solving was perceived as an effective strategy for board
members with Arranger and Supporter styles as referenced by five (100%) study
superintendents, identified in two artifacts, and three observations.
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Key Findings: Strategies for All Board Member Styles
10. Understanding roles represented 28% of political strategy frequencies for all board
members irrespective of style and was referenced by five (100%) of the
superintendent study participants.
11. Build relationships was referenced by five superintendents (100%) and identified in
four artifacts as a required foundation for working successfully with all board
members.
12. Five strategies of understanding roles, shared commitments, governance training, no
surprises, and predict outcomes were referenced by five superintendents (100%) and
represented 70% of all political strategy frequencies for all board members.
13. Governance training was identified in both research questions as standard operating
practices with the governance teams by five (100%) superintendents and was
referenced in five artifacts.
Summary
The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to
understand the political styles of superintendents and school board members as perceived
by superintendents. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to identify and explain
the political strategies superintendents use to work with the different political styles of
board members as identified in the White et al. (2016) Politically Intelligent Leader
framework. This chapter provided a data summary of 66 themes aligned to the central
research question regarding the political strategies used by exemplary superintendents as
they engage with the different styles of their board members. Data were summarized and
coded from five interviews and five observations, and a minimum of one artifact directly
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related to governance team protocols or best practices for each superintendent study
participant was collected. These artifacts allowed the researcher to connect consistencies
between the interview content and the observations. Thirteen key findings highlighting
political styles and identifying and explaining strategies exemplary suburban unified
superintendents use to work successfully with different board member styles were
identified from the 66 themes. Chapter V provides a final summary of the study
including major findings, unexpected findings, conclusions, implications for action,
recommendations for further research, and concluding remarks and reflections from the
researcher.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
In this explanatory sequential mixed methods study, the researcher explored the
political styles of exemplary suburban unified superintendents and the perceived styles of
their school board members. In addition, the researcher identified strategies these
superintendents use to work successfully with different board member political styles. A
thorough analysis of the data resulted in 13 major findings and 66 political strategy
themes. As a result, conclusions about these findings have been formed, and
recommendations for future research have been identified. Chapter V provides a final
summary of the study including the purpose of the study, research questions, and major
findings. Also included in this chapter are the unexpected research findings, conclusions,
implications for action, recommendations for future research, and concluding remarks
and reflections from the researcher.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to
understand the political styles of superintendents and school board members as perceived
by superintendents. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to identify and explain
the political strategies superintendents use to work with the different political styles of
board members.
Research Questions
1. How do superintendents perceive their own political style and the individual styles of
their school board members?
2. What are the strategies superintendents use to work successfully with the different
school board member styles?
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Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
An explanatory sequential mixed method was used to answer the research
questions. Creswell and Creswell (2018) highlighted that an explanatory sequential
mixed methods study is a powerful research methodology because “the integration of
qualitative and quantitative data yields additional insight beyond the information
provided by either the quantitative or qualitative data alone” (p. 4). This study used both
quantitative and qualitative data to enrich the reader’s understanding of the strategies
exemplary suburban superintendents use to work successfully with different board
member political styles.
The quantitative portion of the study was conducted through a highly structured
electronic survey and obtained results from five exemplary suburban unified
superintendents. The researcher interviewed the same five exemplary suburban unified
superintendents to add depth to the survey results and more fully describe and expand
both the researcher’s and reader’s understanding of political styles of superintendents and
board members and describe strategies exemplary suburban unified superintendents use
to work successfully with different board member styles. Data were generated from the
electronic survey, which was developed in collaboration with thematic peer researchers
and university faculty. The survey was titled Political Strategies Survey (Appendix A)
and was deployed electronically to five superintendents who were nominated by
university faculty members who have extensive expertise working with
superintendents. The survey asked superintendent study participants to identify their own
political styles and the perceived political styles of their board members. The qualitative
portion of the study was conducted via face-to-face interviews with the same five
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exemplary suburban unified superintendents. The interviews were conducted using a
series of nine questions from an Interview Protocol (Appendix B) developed in
collaboration with thematic peer researchers and university faculty. A peer researcher
performed an interrater reliability check during the coding process and reached 86%
interrater agreement.
Population
Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) defined a population as a collection of
individuals or objects within a certain group known to have common characteristics or
traits. The larger population for this study was superintendents in the state of California.
As suburban unified superintendents in California, they share common characteristics as
the leaders of their respective districts working directly with their local school board
members and internal and external stakeholders. They are all charged with balancing the
instructional, operational, and public relations of a district in a political system of federal,
state, and local constraints that have an impact on their interactions and relationships with
stakeholders. The research population for this study included 944 superintendents of
elementary, high school, and unified districts in the state of California. The research
population for this study was narrowed to the 309 suburban unified superintendents of the
309 suburban unified school districts in the state of California as of the 2018-19 academic
school year (California Department of Education, n.d.). From this population, the
sampling frame was further narrowed to include suburban unified district superintendents
located in six Southern California counties of Imperial, Orange, Los Angeles, Ventura,
San Diego, and Santa Barbara. There are 82 unified school districts within these
counties, each of which is assumed to have a superintendent (California Department of
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Education, n.d.). The projected sampling frame for this study was 82 suburban unified
district superintendents located in the six identified counties in Southern California. The
narrowing of the population provided a reasonable and accessible target for the purpose
of this study.
Sample
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined a sample as “the group of subjects
from which data are collected; often representative of a specific population” (p. 326). A
purposive convenience sampling technique was used to collect data to answer the
research questions. In purposive sampling, the researcher selects subjects based on
knowledge about the topic and which subjects will exemplify the topic of interest
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In addition, implementing convenience sampling
allows the researcher to make generalizations about the research outcomes based on
similar subjects who meet the sampling frame characteristics of the study (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), “Practical
constraints, efficiency, and accessibility” make convenience sampling a common
technique used in qualitative research (p.137). For this study, participants were selected
based on their knowledge of the topic and other criteria as noted below as well as their
location and availability.
To further delineate the sample, this study described behaviors of a group of
exemplary superintendents in suburban unified school districts and their insights of lived
experiences with different political styles of school board members. Exemplary
superintendents were defined as those who had a minimum of 3 years of experience as a
superintendent in their current district and met three of the following six criteria:
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1. Exhibited evidence of positive governance team relationships;
2. Identified by county superintendent as exemplary in working with the board;
3. Identified by a panel of experts knowledgeable of work of superintendents;
4. Received recognition as an exemplary superintendent by a professional
organization such as ACSA;
5. Received recognition by their peers; and
6. Participated in CSBA Masters in Governance training or other governance
training with at least one board member.
Major Findings
The study’s research questions were answered by the analysis of the data.
Quantitative data provided information on the political styles of superintendent’s and
their board members. The findings based on qualitative data, also presented in Chapter
IV, were determined by assessing which themes were referenced at least 12 times by a
minimum of two superintendents and were supported by at least one observation or
artifact. The following five major findings were developed from the key findings
outlined in Chapter IV.
1. All study superintendents used knowledge of political style to interact with and
influence their board members.
2. Building relationships with board members was an essential strategy for identifying
approaches that will work with all board members as identified by all study
superintendents.
3. Differentiating strategies based on board member political style was considered an
effective practice by all study superintendents.
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4. Executing multiple strategies for board members with assertive styles (Challenger,
Arranger) was referenced by all study superintendents who had board members with
these styles.
5. All study superintendents identified understanding roles, shared commitments,
governance training, no surprises, and predicting outcomes as essential strategies
when working with all board member political styles.
Unexpected Findings
There were three unexpected findings from this research. The first unexpected
finding was that the two female study superintendents shared political style
characteristics and identified similar strategies for board member styles they had in
common. The second unexpected finding was the small number of board members who
demonstrated exclusively self-interests involved in the study. The final unexpected
finding related to strategies superintendents used with all board member styles.
The first unexpected finding was the level of similarity between the two female
superintendents in the study. Both superintendents self-identified as Strategists and
exhibited the same political style traits with consistency. In addition, the female study
superintendents shared strikingly similar strategies for board member styles they shared
in common. In contrast, their male counterparts exhibited three different political styles
and used different strategies for board member styles they had in common. The
researcher found this unexpected because strategies were considered based on board
member style rather than the gender of the superintendent.
A second unexpected finding was the demographics of board member styles
involved in the study. Literature suggests that board members serve in order to fulfill
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their own political agendas (B. C. Fusarelli, 2006; McNay, 2016; Petersen & Fusarelli,
2005). This did not appear to be the case in this study. Study results showed that 52% of
board members exhibited blended interests and 32% exhibited organizational interests.
This indicates that 84% of board members in this study exhibited varying degrees of
organizational interests, which likely increased opportunities for successful outcomes
with decisions impacting the organization.
A third unexpected finding was related to strategies study superintendents used
with all board member styles. All study superintendents identified understanding roles,
shared commitments, governance training, no surprises, and predict outcomes as
effective strategies for all board styles. These strategies were referenced by all five
superintendents during interviews and represented 70% of political strategy frequencies
for all board member styles. These strategies directly connected with the second-highest
theme, building relationships, for strategies used with all board members. Much of the
literature points to the importance of relationships between the superintendent and the
board (Bowers, 2016; Jackson, 2016; Jimenez, 2012; Scudero, 2019). Scudero (2019)
identified strategies superintendents used to build trust with their board members, which
included implementing governance activities, developing norms and protocols, keeping
commitments, respecting board member voice, maintaining transparency, and keeping
board members informed. These activities highlighted by Scudero (2019) connect with
the messages from the exemplary study superintendents about the foundational
importance of building relationships with their board.
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Conclusions
This study identified political styles of superintendents and their board members
as perceived by superintendents and identified strategies that exemplary superintendents
use to work with different board member political styles. As a result of the study’s major
findings, the following conclusions were formed regarding understanding political styles
and strategies for exemplary suburban unified superintendents to work with different
board member political styles.
Conclusion 1
Superintendents must understand their own political style and the styles of their
board members to discern how to work with individual board members and the collective
governance team.
Based on the findings of this research, exemplary superintendents understand and
are aware of their own political style. All five (100%) study superintendents were able to
clearly articulate their own political style based on the operational definitions created by
the thematic team. In addition, all five (100%) of the study superintendents identified the
perceived styles of their board members and the identified styles were supported with
specific examples of political style characteristics during the subsequent observations.
Finally, four study superintendents (80%) articulated using their knowledge of each board
member’s style to determine how they approached different topics.
White et al. (2016) highlighted that superintendents knowing their own political
style helps them understand more about how they will operate in situations that are
politically charged. White et al. (2016) also stressed knowing the political style of board
members helps superintendents predict how their board members will react to
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recommendations and what strategies may work best in soliciting board member
support. Finally, extensive research supports superintendents and board members
working together in a productive manner to improve school and student academic
performance (Blumberg, 1985; L. D. Fusarelli & Petersen, 2002; Houston & Eadie, 2007;
Kowalski, 1999).
Conclusion 2
It is essential that superintendents build and maintain relationships with their
board members as a foundation for working successfully with all board members and
identifying strategies that will work best with different board member styles.
Based on the findings of this study and existing literature research, it is concluded
that strong, positive relationships are necessary to understand which strategies will be
most effective with various board member political styles. All five (100%) study
superintendents articulated clearly and consistently that building relationships was an
effective (and necessary) strategy with all board member styles. In addition, building
relationships was identified in four governance artifacts.
School board and superintendent relationship studies have been numerous (Hess
& Meeks, 2010; Mountford, 2008; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2005) with most concluding that
a positive board/superintendent relationship is the single most important factor to
successful governance of a district (Björk et al., 2014; Kowalski, 2006; Mountford,
2008). More recent studies concluded that successful change management and effective
district-wide decision-making are contingent on the quality of interactions among the
superintendent and his or her governance team (Hoffert, 2015; Kowalski et al., 2010;
Robinson et al., 2017). The findings of this research support English’s (2011) and
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Houston and Eadie’s (2007) assertions that effective superintendents exhibit relational
exchanges that are intended to build or strengthen personal relationships in goal-oriented
ways.
Conclusion 3
Superintendents must intentionally implement strategies that address the political
style of their board members to influence the behavior of an individual board member or
the collective board.
Results of this study highlight that exemplary superintendents are adept at using
targeted strategies to work with different board member styles related to initiative and
goal allegiance as identified by White et al. (2016). Exemplary superintendents in this
study revealed that they paid close attention to which strategies worked and which did not
when interacting with their board members. They were also explicit about changing
strategies when their attempted influence was unsuccessful or did not have the intended
or desired impact. This conclusion is supported by Ahearn et al.’s (2004) and Grenny et
al.’s (2013) assertion that politically intelligent leaders who lead effectively use
appropriate influence to garner cooperation for the betterment of the organization. This
conclusion is also supported by researchers Glass (2001) and Glass and Franceschini
(2007) who highlighted that politically intelligent superintendents understand learning
preferences of individual board members to positively influence decisions. Effective
superintendents know how to execute specific strategies with specific board member
styles in just the right way to effectuate their desired outcome.
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Conclusion 4
In order to work successfully with Challengers and Arrangers, Superintendents
must be able to effectively execute multiple strategies to cope with their assertive
characteristics.
Results of this study highlight that assertive board member styles require more
intentional strategies than other board member styles. Four study superintendents
provided a disproportionate frequency of comments highlighting multiple strategies for
their assertive board members even though these board members only accounted for 36%
of the population in this study. Study superintendents mentioned strategies for Arranger
board member styles 87 times and 66 times for Challenger board member styles. In
addition, study superintendents noted that board members with assertive initiative
characteristics had the most potential for creating pressure and tension within the
collective governance team. For this reason, study superintendents considered multiple
strategies to address the specific style and skills of board members with assertive political
styles. Research supports that superintendents need to exhibit an accurate understanding
of the power relations between people and skillfully select strategies to influence
behaviors of an individual board member or the collective board (Ferris et al., 2007;
Treadway et al., 2014).
Conclusion 5
Exemplary superintendents who want to capitalize on the collective wisdom and
strength of their governance team must utilize shared commitments, a clear
understanding of roles, and collective governance for a successful governance team.
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Based on the findings of this research, it is concluded that superintendents who
participated in this study utilized shared commitments and governance training as a
platform to support strategies for all board member styles. All five (100%) study
superintendents highlighted creating intentional environments using governance training
and practices as a platform for building and maintaining healthy relationships. In
addition, all study superintendents provided annual governance training updates with
board members, had all new board members participate in governance training, and
attended annual governance conferences as a collective team. Research highlights the
importance of having defined roles and protocols for governance team interactions (Hill
& Jochim, 2018; Jimenez, 2012; Petersen & Short, 2001; Tallerico, 1989). Finally, Study
Superintendent 4 highlighted the importance of collective governance:
As a governance team, we are always looking at ourselves as leaders. So, every
year we are working on something related to governance. Every other year, we
will review protocols and use the CSBA template for governance standards and
the role of the superintendent and board members. On alternate years, the board
does a self-evaluation on how they are doing as an individual board member and
collectively as a governance team. This continual focus makes us a stronger
collective group.
Implications for Action
The theory of understanding and identifying specific political strategies used by
superintendents with different political styles of board members is still an emergent field
in leadership studies of the superintendency. There is a significant opportunity for the
findings and conclusions of this study, in conjunction with the findings of the thematic
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dissertation peer researchers, to contribute to the understanding of exemplary politically
intelligent leadership. As such, the implications for actions derived from this study have
the potential to impact practicing superintendents and board members, consultants, and
instructors responsible for the professional development and preparation of leaders to
become successful change agents, and professional recruitment firms tasked with finding
candidates for superintendent positions.
Implication 1: Develop Leadership Skills in Political Styles and Strategies
Administrator preparation programs need to include courses on political
intelligence for aspiring administrators. The focus of administrator preparation should be
on content similar to the two themes of this study: understanding their own political style
and learning effective strategies to work with different board member styles that have
been identified in this study as well as building skills with a multitude of other strategies
to increase their knowledge of lesser known strategies. Similarly, graduate students
enrolled in university programs may benefit from classes that incorporate information
learned from this study. Finally, human resource administrators should use the political
skill assessment for recruiting or training employees in leadership skills or managerial
development programs to build the political skills of site administrators to prepare them
for the political climate at the district office.
Implication 2: Workshops and Seminars
The results of this study may assist professional organizations such as the
Association of California School Administrators (ACSA), the American Association of
School Administrators (AASA), and the California School Boards Association (CSBA)
in the design of professional development programs to prepare aspiring or current

144

superintendents for using political intelligence surrounding different political styles and
strategies. These or other professional organizations should develop workshops and
seminars to prepare leaders to identify and understand their own political style and the
political styles of their governing boards. The information obtained from this study can
be used to create workshops and seminars available to current or aspiring superintendents
to prepare administrators for superintendent positions. These workshops and seminars
must enumerate the specific strategies, such as those discovered in this study including
adaptable strategies that can be learned and implemented effectively, that aspiring or
current superintendents can use with different board member styles.
Implication 3: Professional Recruitment
The results of this study may support professional recruitment firms to find
candidates to fill superintendent positions for governance teams. Search consultants may
use political style information to identify candidates who understand all political styles
and are able to adjust their own style to match the styles of newly elected board members
as well as existing trustees.
Implication 4: Self-Assessment
This study can be utilized to create self-assessments to aid superintendents to
recognize their areas of strengths and weaknesses based on their political style and the
styles of their board members. This can be done through focus groups, 360-degree
feedback, journaling, and assessments created specifically for characteristics related to
political style. Additionally, the information in the study can be used to guide
superintendents on using other styles depending on what the situation calls for rather than
being confined to a default style.
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Recommendations for Further Research
Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, there are several
recommendations to broaden and strengthen the study. There are many different types of
school districts and industries that can be studied. Additionally, the instruments can be
revised to review the same information in the same manner but from different
viewpoints.
Recommendation 1: Mixed Methods, Meta-Analysis
Nine other studies were conducted concurrently with this one and should be
compared and analyzed in a mixed methods meta-analysis of the 10 studies. It is
necessary to compare data and see whether the results are similar, and if not, where and
why they differ.
Recommendation 2: Replication Study with a Broader Population
This study focused on exemplary suburban unified district superintendents in
Southern California. Peer researchers conducted the study concurrently in different
district types and looked specifically at female superintendents. This study has opened
the door for replication among many other fields of interest. A broader population of this
study can involve different superintendent populations, other educational institutions such
as institutions of higher learning, other industries and professions, different geographical
areas, and board member samples.
Different superintendent samples. It is recommended that the study be
replicated with different superintendent samples. A future study should identify
politically intelligent leaders first through a questionnaire and employ a mixed methods
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approach to begin to determine which of the political styles is most common, and in
which contexts, and which is least exhibited by exemplary superintendents. Furthermore,
a comparison of the different superintendent political styles based on specific
demographics, such as gender or background, is recommended. Differences in gender or
background would add important data to this topic. It may be that superintendents from
different genders, education levels, or socioeconomic backgrounds employ different
strategies
Other professions and industries. Opportunities for further study exist in
private, public, or non-profit organizations that have executives who assume leadership
roles and interact with elected or appointed board members.
Geographical areas. This study was conducted in California. A more diverse
demographics could be studied by expanding the study to other states and
countries. Studies might be replicated on a state-by-state basis for greater depth or
broadened across many states for a greater diversity of information.
Recommendation 3: Long-Term, Single-Case Studies
This study can be expanded over time for a long-term, single study of an
exemplary superintendent of a school district. The researcher could shadow the
superintendent over time and observe his or her behaviors for consistency and cause-andeffect behaviors displayed related to political style and strategies used for different board
member styles. A long-term study could provide important insight if and when board
dynamics change based on local and national elections.
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Concluding Remarks and Reflections
The concluding remarks section allows the researcher to connect personally to the
research process and share personal insights. Based on this researcher’s experience, two
key insights are shared. First, the research design for this study provided an invaluable
opportunity to share one-on-one experiences with truly exemplary suburban unified
superintendents. Their individual and collective political intelligence was inspiring and
set a high standard with which to set my own professional ideals. The time spent
listening to their experiences and collective wisdom was the single most impactful
professional development experience of my career. The experience highlighted the
significance of modeling integrity and professional dedication on a whole different
level. The power of understanding relationships and influence became very real and
tangible. And I learned the exemplary leadership at the highest levels is about
intentionality. Exemplary leaders cultivate the elements of engagement, allegiance,
interactivity, and commitment with poignant intentionality.
Second, I learned that I am deeply interested in pursuing more studies on
politically intelligent leadership. These leaders exemplified the idea of being a
transformational leader and using sources of power and influence at their disposal to
move individuals and groups toward accomplishing their organization’s mission and
vision rather than for personal gain. This instilled hope and encouragement for the
superintendent position that is anchored in high-stakes educational environments as the
future of our students depends on politically intelligent transformational leaders.
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APPENDIX B
Qualitative Interview Protocol—Interviewer Copy

My name is Tammy Blakely and I am a district office administrator in the Irvine Unified
School District (IUSD). In addition, I am a doctoral candidate at Brandman University in
the area of Organizational leadership. I am a part of a team conducting research to
understand political styles of superintendents and identify strategies exemplary
superintendents use to work with different political styles of board members. The nine
political styles used in this study are depicted by White, Fox, and Harvey’s framework of
politically intelligent leadership, which you have already used in a survey to identify the
political styles of your board members.
Political styles as used in this research are composed of a set of values, preferences, and
priorities that are reflected in leader behaviors and attitudes in working with individual
board members. Political strategies are actions or methods used to influence behaviors of
others.
I want to thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview on political strategies and
participating in our electronic survey prior to this interview. This interview is intended to
further explore information which you provided in the electronic survey. For your
reference, I am providing you with the matrix of political styles, which was previously
provided for your participation in the survey. I also brought a description of the different
political styles for your reference that you may use at any point during the interview.
Our team is conducting approximately 50 interviews with leaders like yourself. The
information you share, along with the others, will hopefully provide a clear picture of the
thoughts and strategies exemplary leaders use to work with different political styles of
board members in their organizations and will add to the body of research currently
available.
The questions I will be asking are the same for everyone participating in the study. The
reason for this is to try to guarantee, as much as possible, that all interviews with
participating superintendents will be conducted in a consistent manner.
Informed Consent
I would like to remind you any information that is obtained in connection to this study
will remain confidential. All of the data will be reported without reference to any
individual(s) or any institution(s). For ease of our discussion and accuracy I will record
our conversation as indicated in the Informed Consent sent to you via email. I will have
the recording transcribed to a Word document and will send it to you via electronic mail
so that you can check to make sure that I have accurately captured your thoughts and
ideas. The digital recording will be erased.
Did you receive the Informed Consent and Brandman Bill of Rights I sent you via email?
Do you have any questions or need clarification about either document? If so, would you
be so kind as to sign the hard copy of the IRB requirements for me to collect.
We have scheduled an hour for the interview. At any point during the interview you may
ask that I skip a particular question or stop the interview altogether.
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Do you have any questions before we begin? Okay, let’s get started, and thanks so much
for your time.
Questions
1.

Board Member #. has a style defined as ____________. Can you share a story
about a time when this Board Member demonstrated some of the characteristics
of this style?
o ALTERNATE: Board Members # and # have been identified as
_________. Can you share a story about a time when Board Member 1
demonstrated some of the characteristics of this style and then share a
story for Board Member 4?

2.

What strategies did you use to work with this board member?

Conflict and Strategies
3.
On occasions that posed potential conflict with this Board member, either with
you or another Board member, what strategies did you use before, during or after
the conflict?
Effectiveness
4.

What strategies did you use that were not effective with this Board member?

Effective Political Strategies
5.

Having worked with this Board member through different governance issues,
what would you say is the most effective political strategy you have used to reach
a successful outcome?

After you have asked questions about each board member:
6.

You have identified your political style as_______________. What have you
learned about your own political style working with your Board?

7.

What are the political strategies that have worked extremely well with all the
Board member styles?

8.

What are the political strategies that are only effective with certain Board member
styles?

9.

Are there any other ideas you have about political strategies you have used with
your board that you would like to share?

“Thank you very much for your time. If you like, when the results of our research
are known, we will send you a copy of our findings.”
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Possible Probes for any of the items – For researcher’s eyes only
1.
“Would you expand upon that a bit?”
2.
“Do you have more to add?”
3.
“What did you mean by ...”
4.
“Why do think that was the case?”
5.
“Could you please tell me more about…. “
6.
“Can you give me an example of ...”
7.
“How did you feel about that?”
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APPENDIX C
White et al. (2016) Politically Intelligent Leader Framework
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APPENDIX D
Field-Test Participant Feedback Questions
While conducting the interview you should take notes of their clarification request or
comments about not being clear about the question. After you complete the interview ask
your field-test interviewee the following clarifying questions. Try not to make it
another interview; just have a friendly conversation. Either script or record their
feedback so you can compare with the other two members of your team to develop your
feedback report on how to improve the interview questions.

1. How did you feel about the interview? Do you think you had ample opportunities
to describe what you do as a leader when working with your team or staff?
2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?
3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were
uncertain what was being asked?

4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that
were confusing?
And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview?
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APPENDIX E
Field Test—Observer Feedback
Conducting interviews is a learned skill set based on experience and feedback. Gaining
valuable insight about interview skills and affect with the interview will support the
collection of data gathering when interviewing actual participant. As the interview
observer you should reflect on the questions below after the interview is finished. You
should provide independent feedback at the conclusion of the interview field test. As
observer you should take notes that will assist the interviewer to be successful in
improving their interview skills.
1. How long did the interview take? _______Did the time seem appropriate?
2. Did the interviewer communicate in a receptive, cordial, and encouraging
manner?
3. Was the introduction of the interview friendly with the use of commonly
understood language?
4. How did the interviewee feel during the interview?
5. Was the interviewer prepared and relaxed during the interview?
6. Did the interviewee understand the interview questions or did they require
clarification?
7. What parts of the interview went smoothly and why?
8. What parts of the interview seem to struggle and why do you think that was the
case?
9. Did the interviewer maintain objectivity and not interject value judgements or
lead the interviewee?
10. Did the interviewer take opportunity to discuss or request artifacts that support the
data gathered from the interview?
11. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be and how
would you suggest changing it?
12. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?
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APPENDIX F
Invitation to Participate

DATE:
Dear Suburban Unified District Superintendent,
My name is Tammy Blakely, and I am a Doctoral Candidate in the School of Education at Brandman
University. I am participating in a thematic dissertation with nine other researchers. This letter serves as
an invitation for you to participate in a research study.
PURPOSE: The purpose of this thematic, mixed-method explanatory sequential study is to understand the
political styles of superintendents and school board members. In addition, it is the purpose of this study to
identify and explain strategies superintendents use to work with the different political styles of board
members. Results from this study will be summarized in a doctoral dissertation.
PROCEDURES: If you choose to participate in this study, you will be invited to participate in a
questionnaire and a 60-minute, one-on-one interview. I will ask a series of questions designed to allow you
to share your experience as an exemplary superintendent in a suburban unified school district. The survey
questions will assess variables of goal allegiance and interest to identify political styles. The interview
questions will assess specific strategies used to work with the different political styles of board members.
The interviews will be audio-recorded for transcription purposes.
RISKS, INCONVENIENCES, AND DISCOMFORTS: There are no major risks to your participation in
this research study. The interview will be at a time and place, which is convenient for you.
POTENTIAL BENEFITS: There are no major benefits to you for participating; nonetheless, a potential
benefit may be that you will have an opportunity to identify strategies to inform best practice with different
political styles of board members. The information for this study is intended to inform researchers and
leaders of strategies used by exemplary leaders to work successfully with the different board member
political styles.
ANONYMITY: If you agree to participate in the survey and interview, you can be assured that it will be
completely confidential. No names will be attached to any notes or records from the survey or interview.
All information will remain in locked files, accessible only to the researchers. No employer will have
access to the interview information. You will be free to stop the survey or interview and withdraw from the
study at any time. You are also encouraged to ask any questions that will help you understand how this
study will be performed and/or how it will affect you. Feel free to contact the principal investigator,
Tammy Blakely, at xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx or by phone at xxx-xxx-xxxx, to answer any questions or concerns
you may have. You may also contact Dr. Patricia White (Chair) at xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx. If you have
questions, comments, or concerns about the study or your rights as a participant, you may write or call the
Office of the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road,
Irvine, CA 92618, 949-341-7641.
Sincerely,
Tammy Blakely
Doctoral Candidate, Ed.D.
9 Santa Sophia
Rancho Santa Margarita, CA 92688
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APPENDIX G
Study Participant Interview Questions

Political styles as used in this research are composed of a set of values, preferences, and
priorities that are reflected in leader behaviors and attitudes in working with individual
board members. Political strategies are actions or methods used to influence behaviors of
others.
Questions
1.
Board Member #. has a style defined as ____________. Can you share a story
about a time when this Board Member demonstrated some of the characteristics
of this style?
2.
What strategies did you use to work with this board member?
3.

On occasions that posed potential conflict with the Board member, either with
you or another Board member, what strategies did you use before, during or after
the conflict?

4.

What strategies did you use that were not effective with this Board member?

5.

Having worked with this Board member through different governance issues,
what would you say is the most effective political strategy you have used to reach
a successful outcome?

After you have answered questions about each board member:
6.

You have identified your political style as_______________. What have you
learned about your own political style working with your Board?

7.

What are the political strategies that have worked extremely well with all the
Board member styles?

8.

What are the political strategies that are only effective with certain Board member
styles?

9.

Are there any other ideas you have about political strategies you have used with
your board that you would like to share?
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APPENDIX H
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights

BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW
BOARD
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights
Any person who is requested to consent to participate as a subject in an experiment, or who is
requested to consent on behalf of another, has the following rights:
1. To be told what the study is attempting to discover.
2. To be told what will happen in the study and whether any of the procedures, drugs,
or devices are different from what would be used in standard practice.
3. To be told about the risks, side effects, or discomforts of the things that may
happen to him/her.
4. To be told if he/she can expect any benefit from participating and, if so, what the
benefits might be.
5. To be told what other choices he/she has and how they may be better or worse than
being in the study.
6. To be allowed to ask any questions concerning the study both before agreeing to be
involved and during the course of the study.
7. To be told what sort of medical treatment is available if any complications arise.
8. To refuse to participate at all before or after the study is started without any
adverse effects.
9. To receive a copy of the signed and dated consent form.
10. To be free of pressure when considering whether he/she wishes to agree to be in
the study.
If at any time you have questions regarding a research study, you should ask the researchers to
answer them. You also may contact the Brandman University Institutional Review Board, which
is concerned with the protection of volunteers in research projects. The Brandman University
Institutional Review Board may be contacted either by telephoning the Office of Academic
Affairs at (949) 341-9937 or by writing to the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman
University, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA, 92618.
Brandman University IRB
Adopted
November 2014
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APPENDIX I
Informed Consent

INFORMATION ABOUT: The strategies used by exemplary superintendents to work with the different
political styles of board members.
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Tammy Blakely
PURPOSE OF STUDY:
You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Tammy Blakely, a doctoral candidate
from the School of Education at Brandman University. The purpose of the study is to understand the
political styles of superintendents as school board members as perceived by superintendents. In addition, it
is the purpose of the study to identify and explain the political strategies superintendents use to work with
the different political styles of board members.
Your participation in this study is voluntary and will include an interview with the identified student
investigator. The interview will take approximately 60 minutes to complete and will be scheduled at a time
and location of your convenience. The interview questions will pertain to your perceptions, and your
responses will be confidential. Each participant will have an identifying code, and names will not be used
in data analysis. The results of this study will be used for scholarly purposes only.
I understand that:
A. The researcher will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying code safe-guarded in a
locked file drawer or password protected digital file to which the researcher will have sole access.
B. My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide not to participate in the study,
and I can withdraw at any time if I so choose. I can also decide not to answer particular questions
during the interview if I so choose. Also, the investigator may stop the study at any time.
C. If I have questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact Tammy Blakely via
email at xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx or by phone at xxx-xxx-xxxx; or Dr. Patricia White (Chair) at
xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx.
D. No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent, and all identifiable
information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If the study design or the use of data is
to be changed, I will be so informed and consent re-obtained. There are minimal risks associated
with participating in this research.
E. If I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the informed consent process, I
may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at
16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, 949-341-7641.
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research Participant’s Bill of Rights.” I
have read the above and understand it and hereby consent to the procedure(s) set forth.
_______________________________________
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party

Date:_____________________

________________________________________
Signature of Principal Investigator

Date:_____________________
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APPENDIX J
Audio Release Form

RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: A Mixed Method Study: Political Styles and Strategies
of Exemplary Suburban Unified District Superintendents
BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY
16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD
IRVINE, CA. 92618
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Tammy Blakely
I authorize Tammy Blakely, Brandman University Doctoral Candidate, to record my
voice. I give Brandman University and all persons or entities associated with this study,
permission or authority to use this recording for activities associated with this research
study.
I understand that the recording will be used for transcription services, and the identifierredacted information obtained during the interview may be published in a journal or
presented at meetings and/or presentations. I will be consulted about the use of the audio
recordings for any purpose other than those listed above. Additionally, I waive any rights
or royalties or other compensation arising from or related to the use of information
obtained from the recording.
By signing this form, I acknowledge that I have completely read and fully understand the
above release and agree to the outlined terms. I hereby release any and all claims against
any person or organization utilizing this material.
___________________________________________
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party

Date: _______________

___________________________________________
Signature of Principal Investigator—Tammy Blakely

Date:_______________
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APPENDIX K
Survey Critique by Participants

As a doctoral student and researcher at Brandman University your assistance is so
appreciate in designing this survey instrument. Your participation is crucial to the
development of a valid and reliable instrument.
Below are some questions that I appreciate your answering after completing the survey.
Your answers will assist me in refining both the directions and the survey items.
You have been provided with a paper copy of the survey, just to jog your memory if you
need it. Thanks so much.
1. How many minutes did it take you to complete the survey, from the moment you
opened it on the computer until the time you completed it?_____________
2. Did the portion up front that asked you to read the consent information and click
the agree box before the survey opened concern you at all? ____
If so, would you briefly state your concern __________________________
_____________________________________________________________
3. Was the Introduction sufficiently clear (and not too long) to inform you what the
research was about? ______ If not, what would you recommend that would make
it better? _______________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
4. Were the directions to, and you understood what to do? _____
If not, would you briefly state the problem __________________________
_____________________________________________________________
5. Were the brief descriptions of the rating scale choices prior to your completing
the items clear, and did they provide sufficient differences among them for you to
make a selection? ______ If not, briefly describe the
problem______________________
__________________________________________________________________
6. As you progressed through the survey in which you gave a rating of # through #,
if there were any items that caused you say something like, “What does this
mean?” Which item(s) were they? Please use the paper copy and mark those that
troubled you? Or if not, please check here: ____
Thanks so much for your help
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APPENDIX L
Institutional Review Board Approval

Copy of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) certification in protecting human research
participants, which was provided to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Brandman
University. This certifies that doctoral candidate Tammy Blakely has successfully
completed the “Protecting Human Research Participants” training.
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APPENDIX M
Alignment Table
Research Questions

Survey Item/
Interview Question(s)

Research Question 1:

1. Describe which style
best matches your
How do suburban
preferred political style
unified superintendents
and that of each board
perceive their own
member.
political style and the
individual styles of
their school board
members?

Research Question 2
What are the strategies
suburban unified
superintendents use to
work successfully with
the different school
board member styles?

1. Board Member (#). Has
a style identified as
____________. Can you
share a story about a time
when this Board Member
demonstrated some of the
characteristics of this
style?
○ ALTERNATE: Board
Members #__ and #__
have been identified as
_________. Can you share
a story about a time when
Board Member #__
demonstrated some of the
characteristics of this style
and then share a story for
Board Member #__?
2. What strategies did you
use to work with this
style?
3. On occasions that posed
a potential conflict with
this Board Member, either
with you or other Board
Members, what strategies
did you use before, during
or after the conflict?
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Analytical Technique
Data tabulated, mean and
mode scores measured and
analyzed, then charted and
graphed.
Descriptive statistics:
mean, mode.
Information presented in
tables, charts, and figures.
Data include transcribed
audio recordings.
Analytic notes used to
explore tentative
descriptions that would
contribute to developing
open codes.
Axial coding to develop
expanded codes.
Codes and frequencies
established in NVIVO
summarized and presented
in tables, charts and
figures.

4. What strategies did you
use that were not effective
with this Board Member?
5. Having worked with this
Board Member through
different governance
issues, what would you say
is the most effective
strategy you have used to
reach a successful
outcome?
6. You identified your
political style as
_____________. What
have you learned about
your own political style in
working with your Board?
7. What are the strategies
that have worked
extremely well with all the
Board Member styles?
8. What are the strategies
that are only effective with
certain Board Member
styles?
9. Are there any other
ideas you have about
strategies you have used
with your Board that you
would like to share?
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